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Butte Environmental Council
116 W. Second Street, Suite 3

Chico, CA 95926

 
September 5, 2008 
 
 
Bureau of Reclamation 
Attention: Tamara LaFramboise 
2800 Cottage Way, MP-410  
Sacramento, CA 95825 
E-mail: tlaframboise@mp.usbr.gov 
Facsimile: (916) 978-5290.  
 

Re:  Draft Environmental Assessment and Findings of No Significant Impact,  
Glenn Colusa Irrigation District Stony Creek Fan Aquifer Performance 
Testing Plan 

 
Dear Ms. LaFramboise: 
 

Butte Environmental Council, a public benefit corporation representing 850 
members, is submitting the following comments and questions for the Draft 
Environmental Assessment (“EA”) and Findings of No Significant Impact (“FONSI”), 
Glenn Colusa Irrigation District Stony Creek Fan Aquifer Performance Testing Plan 
(“SCF Aquifer Plan” or “Project”). 
 
 We are concerned that the Bureau of Reclamation’s draft environmental review of 
the Glenn Colusa Irrigation District’s (“GCID’s”) plan does not comply with the 
requirements of National Environmental Policy Act (“NEPA”), 42 U.S.C. §4321 et seq.  
First, we believe that the Bureau needs to prepare an environmental impact statement 
(“EIS”) on this proposal to drill test and production wells for the extraction of 
groundwater, a proposal that is integrally related to other inter-connected actions by 
GCID, the Bureau and others in the Sacramento Valley, and which has the potential to 
have significant and far-reaching environmental impacts.  Second, the EA itself violates 
the dictates of NEPA because, among other things, it fails to provide a reasoned analysis 
and explanation of the Bureau’s proposed finding of no significant impact. 
  
 The two-year aquifer performance testing program that the Bureau has proposed 
to fund will have significant effects on the environment – both standing alone and when 
reviewed in conjunction with the multitude of other plans that incorporate and are 
dependent on the SCF Aquifer Plan.  Ironically, the Bureau appears to recognize that 
there are significant potential adverse impacts associated with the Project, but instead of 
conducting an EIS as required, attempts to assure the public that the Project will be 

https://mail.shocking.com/src/compose.php?send_to=tlaframboise%40mp.usbr.gov


“modified or terminated as necessary to avoid any significant adverse impacts.”  
EA/FONSI at p. 14.  Of course, this is not a permissible approach under NEPA.1 
Moreover, in light of the wholly inadequate monitoring planned for the Project’s so-
called “test wells,” the suggestion that the public should be required to depend on that 
insufficient monitoring to provide the necessary advance notice of “significant adverse 
impacts” is an unacceptable position. 

We strongly urge the Bureau to prepare NEPA documentation on the SCF Aquifer 
Plan that comports with the law, and specifically to withdraw this EA/FONSI as 
inadequate and complete a full EIS on the proposed Project before any steps are  taken to 
implement the proposed action. 
 
I.  The Bureau Must Prepare an Environmental Impact Statement on the 

Proposed SCF Aquifer Plan 
 
 NEPA requires federal agencies to prepare a detailed environmental impact 
statement on all “major Federal actions significantly affecting the quality of the human 
environment . . . .”  42 U.S.C. §4332(2)(C).  The purpose of this mandatory requirement 
is to ensure that detailed information concerning potential environmental impacts is made 
available to agency decisionmakers and the public before the agency makes a decision.  
Robertson v. Methow Valley Citizens Council, 490 U.S. 332, 349 (1989). 
   
 Under NEPA’s procedures, an agency may prepare an EA in order to decide 
whether the environmental impacts of a proposed agency action are significant enough to 
warrant preparation of an EIS.  40 C.F.R. §1508.9.  An EA must “provide sufficient 
evidence and analysis for determining whether to prepare an [EIS]” (id.), and must 
demonstrate that it has taken a “‘hard look’ at the potential environmental impact of a 
project.”  Blue Mountains Biodiversity Project v. Blackwood, 161 F.3d 1208, 1212 (9th 
Cir. 1998) (internal quotation marks omitted).  However, the U.S. Court of Appeals for 
the Ninth Circuit has cautioned that “[i]f an agency decides not to prepare an EIS, it must 
supply a convincing statement of reasons to explain why a project’s impacts are 
insignificant.”  Id. (internal quotation marks omitted).  So long as there are “substantial 
questions whether a project may have a significant effect on the environment,” an EIS 
must be prepared.  Id. (emphasis added and internal quotation marks omitted).  Thus, “the 

                                                 
1   Perhaps even more telling, the Bureau actually began its own Programmatic EIS on 
this project and the interconnected actions that are integrally related to it, but never 
completed that EIS and now has impermissibly broken out this current segment of the 
overall Program for piecemeal review in the present draft EA.  See 68 Federal Register 
46218 (Aug 5, 2003) (promising a Programmatic EIS on these related activities, 
“include[ing] groundwater substitution in lieu of surface water supplies, conjunctive use 
of groundwater and surface water, refurbish existing groundwater extraction wells, install 
groundwater monitoring stations, install new groundwater extraction wells…” Id. At 
46219.  See also http://www.usbr.gov/mp/nepa/nepa_projdetails.cfm?Project_ID=788 
(current Bureau website on “Short-term Sacramento Valley Water Management Program 
EIS/EIR”). 
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threshold for requiring an EIS is quite low.”  NRDC v. Duvall, 777 F. Supp. 1533, 1538 
(E.D. Cal. 1991).   
 

NEPA regulations promulgated by the Council on Environmental Quality identify 
factors that the Bureau must consider in assessing whether a project may have significant 
environmental effects, including:  

 
(1)  “The degree to which the possible effects on the human environment are 

highly uncertain or involve unique or unknown risks.”  40 C.F.R. 
§1508.27(b)(5). 

(2)  “The degree to which the effects on the quality of the human environment 
are likely to be highly controversial.”  Id. §1508.27(b)(4). 

(3) “Whether the action is related to other actions with individually 
insignificant but cumulatively significant impacts.  Significance exists if it 
is reasonable to anticipate on a cumulatively significant impact on the 
environment.  Significance cannot be avoided by terming an action 
temporary or by breaking it down into small component parts.”  Id. 
§1508.27(b)(7). 

(4)  “The degree to which the action may establish a precedent for future 
actions with significant effects or represents a decision in principle about a 
future consideration.”  Id. §1508.27(b)(6).  

(5)  “The degree to which the action may adversely affect an endangered or 
threatened species or its habitat that has been determined to be critical 
under the Endangered Species Act of 1973.”  Id. §1508.27(b)(9). 

 
Here, the Bureau has failed to take a hard look at the environmental impacts of the 

SCF Aquifer Plan.  As detailed below, there are substantial questions about whether the 
Project’s proposed aquifer drilling will have significant effects on the region’s 
environmental and hydrological conditions.  There are also substantial questions about 
whether the Project will have significant adverse environmental impacts when considered 
in conjunction with the other related water projects underway and proposed in the region.  
The Bureau simply cannot, consistent with NEPA, allow these foreseeable environmental 
impacts to escape full analysis in an EIS of the proposed SCF Aquifer Plan. 
 

A. The Project may result in significant adverse environmental impacts 
and poses significant unknown risks to the environment. 

 
 There is substantial evidence that the SCF Aquifer Plan may have significant 
impacts on the aquifer system underlying the project and the adjacent region that overlies 
the Tuscan Formation.  This alone warrants the preparation of an EIS.   
 

Additionally, an EIS is necessary where “[a] project[’s] … effects are ‘highly 
uncertain or involve unique or unknown risks.’”  Blue Mountains Biodiversity Project, 
161 F.3d at 1213 (quoting 40 C.F.R. §1508.27(b)(5)).  Here, the draft EA/FONSI fails to 
adequately address gaps in existing scientific research on the hydrology of the aquifer 
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system and the extent to which these gaps affect the ability of the Bureau accurately to 
assess the Project’s environmental impacts.  
 

1. Existing research on groundwater conditions indicates that the 
Project may have significant impacts on the aquifer system. 

  
The EA fails to describe significant characteristics of the aquifer that the Project 

proposes to exploit.  These characteristics are relevant to an understanding of the 
potential environmental effects associated with the Project’s proposed extraction of 
26,530 acre feet (“af”) of groundwater.  First, the draft EA/FONSI fails to describe a 
significant saline portion of the aquifer stratigraphy of the project area.  According to 
Toccoy Dudley, former Groundwater Geologist with the Department of Water Resources 
and former director of the Butte County Water and Resources Department, saline 
groundwater aquifer systems of marine origin underlie the various freshwater strata.  The 
approximate contact between fresh and saline groundwater occurs at a depth ranging 
from 1500 to 3000 feet.  (Dudley 2005) (A list of all references cited in these comments 
can be found at the end of this letter.) 
 

Second, the EA fails to discuss the pressurized condition of the down-gradient 
portion of the Tuscan formation, which underlies the Project area.  Dudley finds 
significant importance in the pressurized state of the lower Tuscan aquifer located in the 
Butte Basin. “It is interesting to note that groundwater elevations up gradient of the Butte 
Basin, in the lower Tuscan aquifer system, are higher than the ground surface elevations 
in the south-central portion of Butte Basin.  This creates an artesian flow condition when 
wells in the central Butte Basin are drilled into the lower Tuscan aquifer.”  (Dudley 
2005).  The artesian pressure indicates recharge is occurring in the up-gradient portions 
of the aquifer located along the eastern margin of the Sacramento Valley several miles 
east of the project. 
 

Third, the EA fails to describe the direction of movement of water through the 
Lower Tuscan Formation.  According to Dudley:  “From Tehama County south to the 
city of Chico, the groundwater flow direction in the lower Tuscan is westerly toward the 
Sacramento River.  South of Chico, the groundwater flow changes to a southwesterly 
direction along the eastern margin of the valley and to a southerly direction in the central 
portion of the Butte Basin.”  (Dudley 2005).   
 

Fourth, the draft EA fails to describe the ancient age of water stored in the down 
gradient portion of the aquifer located under the Project.  According to Dudley, “Test 
results indicate that the ‘age’ of the groundwater samples ranges from less than 100 years 
to tens of thousands of years.  In general, the more shallow wells in the Lower Tuscan 
Formation along the eastern margin of the valley have the ‘youngest’ water and the 
deeper wells in the western and southern portions of the valley have the ‘oldest’ water.” 
(Dudley 2005). 
 

All of these characteristics are important to a full understanding of the 
environmental impacts of the Project because there are numerous indications that other 
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aquifer strata associated with the Lower Tuscan Formation are being operated near the 
limit of overdraft and could be affected by the Project.  (Butte County 2007)).  The 
Bureau has not considered this important historic information in the draft EA. According 
to Dudley, the Chico area has a “long term average decline in the static groundwater 
level of about 0.35 feet-per-year.”  (Dudley 2007) (Emphasis added.)  Declining aquifer 
levels are not limited to the Chico Municipal area.  This trend of declining aquifer levels 
in Chico, Durham and the Cherokee Strip is illustrated in a map submitted with this 
comment letter. (CH2M Hill 2006). 
 

This trend of declining groundwater elevations has been noted specifically in the 
Esquon Ranch area.  A 2007 Butte Basin Groundwater Status Report describes the 
“historical trend” in the  Esquon Ranch area as showing “seasonal fluctuation (spring to 
fall) in groundwater levels of about 10 to 15 feet during years of normal precipitation and 
less than 5 feet during years of drought.”  It further notes:  “Long-term comparison of 
spring-to-spring groundwater levels shows a decline of approximately 15 feet associated 
with the 1976-77 and 1986-94 droughts.  Overall comparison of spring-to-spring 
groundwater levels associated with this composite portion of the aquifer system indicates 
that there was little change in spring groundwater levels until 2000.  Since 2000 spring 
groundwater levels have declined approximately 8 feet.”  (emphasis added.)  In addition, 
there is evidence that “[t]he spring 2006 groundwater level measurement was 
approximately 3 feet higher than the previous spring measurement, but … remain[ed] 
approximately 2-3 feet below the historical spring levels.  Fall groundwater levels [were] 
approximately 5 to 8 feet lower than those measured during either of the previous drought 
periods on the hydrograph.”  (Butte Basin Water Users Association, 2007.)  Thus, “it 
appears that there may be a downward trend in groundwater levels in this well.”  Id. 
(emphasis added). 
 

In light of this downward trend in regional groundwater levels, the Bureau’s 
environmental review should closely analyze questions regarding the replenishment of 
the aquifers affected by the proposed Project.  The draft EA fails to provide any in-depth 
assessment of these issues.  For example, the EA fails to discuss the best available 
estimates of where Tuscan formation replenishment occurs.  Dudley has analyzed the age 
of the groundwater in the Lower Tuscan Formation to attempt to shed light on this 
process:  “Utilizing the Tritium (H3) Helium-3 (He3) ratio, the age of each sample was 
estimated. Test results indicate that the “age” of the groundwater samples ranges from 
less than 100 years to tens of thousands of years.  In general, the more shallow wells in 
the Lower Tuscan Formation along the eastern margin of the valley have the “youngest” 
water and the deeper wells in the western and southern portions of the valley have the 
“oldest” water.  The youngest groundwater in the Lower Tuscan Formation is probably 
nearest to recharge areas.” (Dudley 2005).  The Bureau should prepare an EIS that 
considers this and other existing research to evaluate the Project’s anticipated effect on 
regional hydrology.  
 

2.  The Project proposes to rely on inadequate monitoring to 
avoid the acknowledged possibility of significant adverse 
environmental impacts.  
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The EA relies on the existence of monitoring wells and a local groundwater 

management plan to determine when the effects of the proposed extraction become 
“adverse.”  However, the Project’s proposed monitoring is insufficient and cannot justify 
the significant risk of adverse environmental impacts. 

 
For example, the EA fails to identify the standards that will be used to monitor the 

Project’s impacts.  It fails to identify the specific monitoring locations on the up-gradient 
recharge portion of the lower Tuscan, and why such locations should be deemed effective 
for monitoring the effects of the proposed groundwater extraction.  Another example of 
the inadequacy of the proposed monitoring is that the EA fails to include any plan to 
monitor stream flow of creeks located in the presumed recharge area for the Lower 
Tuscan Formation located on the eastern edge of the Sacramento Valley.   

 
Adequate monitoring is particularly important in light of the significant risks 

posed by the Project to the health of the region’s groundwater.  Moreover, to the extent 
this Project is conceived as a “testing” program that will provide the basis for future 
groundwater extraction, its failure to include adequate monitoring protocols is even more 
disturbing and creates the risk of significant long-term impacts from the Project. 

 
a.  The Bureau’s assertion that the Project will be modified or halted in the event 

of significant adverse impacts is an empty promise in light of the wholly inadequate 
monitoring provided for in the Project.   

 
The EA states that the “intent” of the proposed production drilling is to produce 

“measurable effects.”  EA/FONSI at p. 27.  The Project provides that “[i]f monitoring 
indicates a significant decline in groundwater levels in the relevant vicinity of the test 
pumps, … that is not directly attributable to a cause other than the proposed action,” the 
test pumping “would be modified or terminated as necessary to avoid any significant 
adverse impacts.”  Id. at pp. 27-28; see also EA/FONSI at p. 14 (providing same 
assurance). 

 
The Bureau thus recognizes the potential for significant decline in groundwater 

levels as a result of the proposed activity.  This acknowledgement alone is sufficient to 
require a full EIS.  Moreover, as detailed below, the monitoring proposed by the Project 
is so inadequate that there can be no guarantee that adverse impacts will be discovered, or 
that they will be discovered in time to avoid significant environmental impacts.  

 
Similarly, the EA recognizes the potential long-term impacts of the proposed 

development:  “Increased use of groundwater in Glenn County by the SCF Partners under 
future conjunctive use scenarios could potentially affect groundwater levels, water 
quality, surface water/groundwater interactions, and rates of inelastic land subsidence.  
These potential impacts could extend beyond the SCF Partners’ service areas.”  
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EA/FONSI at p. 28.2  However, the draft EA asserts that “the Glenn County Groundwater 
Management Plan provides the management and institutional framework for assessing 
and managing these potential impacts, and is incorporated in this plan by reference.”  Id.; 
see also EA/FONSI at p. 2 (asserting that the Glenn County Groundwater Management 
Plan will “ensure that the proposed action will not result in any significant adverse effect 
to existing groundwater levels”). 

 
But the Glenn County Groundwater Management Plan (adopted in August 2001) 

on which the EA relies concludes with the caution that “[s]ince the groundwater 
management plan is relatively new and not fully implemented, the enforcement and 
conflict resolution process has not been vigorously tested.”  Moreover, the Glenn County 
Groundwater Management Plan does not have any provisions to monitor or protect the 
environment.  The EA fails to explain why this management plan is deemed adequate to 
monitor the effects of the Project.   

 
b.  Monitoring based on the Glenn County Groundwater Management Plan is 

inadequate.  The Bureau explains that the existing Glenn County groundwater 
management plan will ensure the testing project will have no significant adverse effects 
on groundwater levels:  “This Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) is based upon 
the following: … Implementation of the Glenn County Groundwater Management Plan 
during the aquifer performance testing plan will ensure that the proposed action will not 
result in any significant adverse effect to existing groundwater levels.”  EA/FONSI at p. 
2. 
 

But the Butte County Department of Water and Resource Conservation explains 
that local plans are simply not up to the task of managing a regional resource:   

 
Glenn County does not have an export ordinance because it relies on Basin 
Management Objectives (BMO) to manage the groundwater resource, and 
subsequently to protect third parties from transfer related impacts.  Recently, 
Butte County also adopted a BMO type of groundwater management ordinance.  
Butte County, Tehama County and several irrigation districts in each of the four 
counties have adopted AB3030 groundwater management plans.  All of these 
groundwater management activities were initiated prior to recognizing that a 
regional aquifer system exists that extends over more than one county and that 
certain activities in one county could adversely impact another.  Clearly the 
current ordinances, AB3030 plans, and local BMO activities, which were 
intended for localized groundwater management, are not well suited for 
management of a regional groundwater resource like that theorized of the Lower 
Tuscan aquifer system. 
 

                                                 
2    As discussed in detail below, the current Project is one component of a larger Stony 
Creek Fan Conjunctive Water Management Program that anticipates the development of 
conjunctive use systems. 
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(Butte County DWRC 2007).3 
 

c.  The EA’s proposed real time monitoring is also inadequate.  The Bureau 
asserts that subsidence associated with groundwater extractions will be monitored in real 
time, but fails to address the delayed subsidence that may occur and that requires 
monitoring.  The draft EA/FONSI relies on the placement of eight extensometers in the 
Sacramento Valley that measure land subsidence, and a Global Positioning System land 
subsidence network established by several counties.  EA/FONSI at p. 28.   The Bureau 
proposed to review this subsidence data “to identify any changes that occur during the 
test pumping, and to determine if there is any causal connection.”  Id.  

 
However, delayed subsidence should also be monitored according to the findings 

of Dr. Kyran Mish, Presidential Professor, School of Civil Engineering and 
Environmental Science.  Dr. Mish notes:  “It is important to understand that all pumping 
operations have the potential to produce such settlement, and when it occurs with a 
settlement magnitude sufficient enough for us to notice at the surface, we call it 
subsidence, and we recognize that it is a serious problem (since such settlements can 
wreak havoc on roads, rivers, canals, pipelines, and other critical infrastructure).”  (Mish 
2008).  Dr. Mish further explains that “[b]ecause the clay soils that tend to contribute the 
most to ground settlement are highly impermeable, their subsidence behavior can 
continue well into the future, as the rate at which they settle is governed by their low 
permeability.”  Id.  “Thus simple real-time monitoring of ground settlement can be 
viewed as an unconservative measure of the potential for subsidence, as it will generally 
tend to underestimate the long-term settlement of the ground surface.”  Id. (emphasis 
added).   
 

d.  The Project fails to include any stream flow monitoring.  It is clear from 
existing scientific studies that the Project may have significant impacts on the 
replenishment and recharging of the aquifers, and the Project should therefore include 
monitoring of these stream flows.  
 

The Butte County Department of Water and Resource Conservation has identified 
streams that must be monitored to determine impacts to stream flows associated with the 
Lower Tuscan Aquifer.  These streams identified as “[s]treams of interest” are located on 
the eastern edge of the Sacramento Valley and include:  Mill Creek, Deer Creek, Big 
Chico Creek, Butte Creek, and Little Dry Creek.  (The Butte County DWRC 2007).  The 
organization describes the need and methodology for stream flow gaging:   

 

                                                 
3   We also note that the Bureau proposes the wells would begin operating on or about 
May 1, with “water developed from the wells [to] be used on lands located within the 
SCF Partners’ respective areas.”  EA/FONSI at p. 14.  However, DWR has stated a 
preference for testing during the non-irrigation season to avoid interference resulting 
from non-participant irrigation pumping.  (McManus 2007).  This conflict clearly needs 
to be resolved before the Project is implemented. 
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The objective of the stream flow gaging is to determine the volume of surface 
water entering into or exiting the Lower Tuscan Aquifer along perennial streams 
that transect the aquifer formation outcropping for characterization of stream-
aquifer interactions and monitoring of riparian habitat.  Measurement of water 
movement into or out of the aquifer will allow for testing of the accuracy of the 
Integrated Water Flow Model, an integrated surface water-groundwater finite 
differential model developed for the eastern extent of the Lower Tuscan aquifer. 
 
Two stream gages will be installed on each of five perennial streams crossing the 
Lower Tuscan Formation to establish baseline stream flow and infiltration 
information.  The differences between stream flow measurements taking upstream 
and downstream of the Lower Tuscan Formation are indications of the stream-
aquifer behavior.  Losses or gains in stream volume can indicate aquifer recharge 
or discharge to or from the surface waters.   

 
Id.   
 

Monitoring of flow on streams associated with the Lower Tuscan Formation is 
particularly important to the survival of Chinook salmon.  However, as evident in the 
following conclusory assertions, the draft EA/FONSI narrowly defines the radius of 
influence associated with the aquifer testing and thus entirely fails to identify potential 
significant impacts to salmon: 

 
“Biological Resources- The proposed action will not result in any physical 
changes to the environment resulting in significant adverse impacts to biological 
resources.” (EA/FONSI at p. 3) 
 
“The installation of test holes, production wells and the subsequent pumping and 
conveyance of groundwater would not affect aquatic species and/or their habitat. 
Habitat for … Chinook salmon (spring and winter run), central valley steelhead, 
or green sturgeon would not be affected, because no construction or flow 
modifications are proposed on natural waterways.” (EA/FONSI at p. 34). 

 
But dewatering of salmon bearing streams that interface with the targeted Lower 

Tuscan Formation Aquifer would result in physical changes to these streams that may 
result in significant adverse impacts to biological resources.  This effect has been 
observed in the Cosumnes River, where “[d]eclining fall flows are limiting the ability of 
the Cosumnes River to support large fall runs of Chinook salmon.”  This is a river that 
historically supported a large fall run of Chinook Salmon.  Id.  Indeed, “[a]n early study 
by the California Department of Fish and Game . . . estimated that the river could support 
up to 17,000 returning salmon under suitable flow conditions.”  Id., citing CDFG 1957 & 
USFWS 1995.  But “[o]ver the past 40 years fall runs ranged from 0 to 5,000 fish 
according to fish counts by the CDFG (USFWS 1995),” and “[i]n recent years, estimated 
fall runs have consistently been below 600 fish, according to Keith Whitener.”  
(Fleckenstein, et al. 2004).  Indeed, “[f]all flows in the Cosumnes have been so low in 
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recent years that the entire lower river has frequently been completely dry throughout 
most of the salmon migration period (October to December).”  Id. 
 

Research indicates that “groundwater overdraft in the basin has converted the 
[Cosumnes River] to a predominantly losing stream, practically eliminating base 
flows….”  (Fleckenstein, et al. 2004).  And “investigations of stream-aquifer interactions 
along the lower Cosumnes River suggest that loss of base flow support as a result of 
groundwater overdraft is at least partly responsible for the decline in fall flows.”  Id.    
Increased groundwater withdrawals in the Sacramento basin since the 1950s have 
substantially lowered groundwater levels throughout the county.”  Id. 
 

The draft EA/FONSI fails to anticipate possible stream flow declines in important 
Salmon rearing habitat located near the project.  Mud Creek is located directly east of the 
Project and flows through probable Tuscan recharge zones.  While a charged aquifer is 
likely to add to base flow of this stream, a de-watered aquifer would pull water from the 
stream.  According to research conducted by Dr. Paul Maslin, Mud Creek provides 
advantageous rearing habitat for out-migrating Chinook salmon.  (Maslin 1996). 
Salmon fry feeding in Mud Creek grew at over twice the rate by length as did fry feeding 
in the main stem of the Sacramento River.  Id.  The Bureau should not overlook the 
importance of rearing streams, and should not proceed with this Project unless and until 
adequate monitoring protocols are established.  
 

3.  The EA fails to address the significant unknown risks raised by 
the Project’s proposed groundwater extraction.  

 
The EA fails to identify and address the significant unknown risks associated with 

this Project.  There are substantial gaps in scientists’ understanding of how the aquifer 
system recharges.   

 
While the EA asserts that the Lower Tuscan is an isolated layer in the aquifer, 

expert opinion and experience suggest otherwise.  Professor Karin Hoover, Assistant 
Professor of hydrology, hydrogeology, and surficial processes from CSU Chico, asserts 
that to the best of her knowledge:  “[T]o date there exists no detailed hydrostratigraphic 
analysis capable of distinguishing the permeable (water-bearing) units from the less 
permeable units within the subsurface of the Northern Sacramento Valley.  In essence, 
the thickness and extent of the water-bearing units has not been adequately characterized.  
Neither the diagram supplied by the Department of Water Resources (DWR) in Technical 
Memorandum 3 (Davids Engineering, Inc., 2006; Figure 3), nor the description of the 
stratigraphic layers in Bulletin 118 (DWR, 2003) are sufficient to characterize the 
geometric complexity of the permeable, water-bearing units or the less permeable, 
confining units.”  
 

There is also limited understanding of the interaction between the affected 
aquifers, and how that interaction will affect the ability of the aquifers to recharge.  The 
EA provides:  
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The Pliocene Tuscan Formation lies beneath the Tehama Formation in places in 
the eastern portion of the SCF Program Study Area, although its extent is not well 
defined.  Based on best available information, it is believed to occur at depths 
ranging between approximately 300 and 1,000 feet below ground surface.  It is 
thought to extend and slope upward toward the east and north, and to outcrop in 
the Sierra Nevada foothills.  The Tuscan Formation is comprised of four distinct 
units: A, B C and D (although Unit D is not present within the general project 
area).  Unit A, or Upper Tuscan Formation, is composed of mudflow deposits with 
very low permeability and therefore is not important as a water source. Units B 
and C together are referred to as the Lower Tuscan Formation.  Very few wells 
penetrate the Lower Tuscan Formation within the SCF Program study area. 

 
EA/FONSI at p. 23 (emphasis added).  The Tehama Formation, however, generally 
behaves as a semi-confined aquifer system and the EA contains no discussion of its 
relationship with the adjoining formations.  Nor is there any discussion of the role of the 
Pliocene Tehama Formation as “the primary source of groundwater produced in the 
area.”  (DWR 2003).  . 
 

The EA fails to offer any in-depth analysis of which strata in the aquifer are likely 
to be affected by the Project’s proposed extraction of groundwater.  The EA states 
generally that that “[g]roundwater occurs in varying degrees of confinement, typically 
behaving as unconfined conditions in the alluvial deposits and becoming partially 
confined at greater depths.”  EA/FONSI at p. 23.  However, other than recognizing that 
the Upper Tuscan Formation is “not important as a water source,” the EA provides no 
assessment of how the proposed extraction will affect the underlying aquifers.  

 
Because the Project is described as a “research” endeavor, it is also important to 

note that the Project contains no plan to examine and identify the full extent of the Lower 
Tuscan Formation or the recharge area.  According to Butte County Department of Water 
and Resource Conservation, a Tuscan Recharge Assessment would include assessment of 
Tuscan outcroppings for direct recharge potential, field infiltration tests to quantify the 
recharge potential of soil types within the Lower Tuscan Formation outcropping, 
determination of the volume of surface water entering into or exiting the Lower Tuscan 
Aquifer along perennial streams that transect the aquifer formation outcropping for 
characterization of stream-aquifer interactions, and measurement of stream-aquifer 
temperature gradients to determine how groundwater is influenced by the influx of 
surface waters to the aquifer or the movement of aquifer water toward the ground surface, 
determination of the direction of water movement. (Butte County DWRC 2007).4 
 

B. The significant environmental effects of the Project are controversial. 
                                                 
4   Because the draft EA/FONSI does not assess the relationship of the affected 
formations, there is also no discussion of whether the increased groundwater extraction 
proposed by the Project may mobilize some of the PCE and TCE plumes under Chico.  
This is just another example of the issues that should be considered and evaluated in an 
EIS. 
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As demonstrated above, the Bureau has failed to acknowledge or address 

significant scientific research that is contrary to its conclusory assertion that the Project 
will not have significant environmental impact.  This renders the Project “controversial” 
within the meaning of the NEPA regulations, and is a further reason that an EIS should 
be prepared.  See Greenpeace Action v. Franklin, 14 F.3d 1324, 1335 (9th Cir. 1993) 
(effects are “controversial” where there is “a substantial dispute [about] the size, nature, 
or effect of the major Federal action rather than the existence of opposition to a use”); 
Sierra Club v. United States Forest Service, 843 F.2d 1190 (9th Cir. 1988) (action was 
“controversial” where Sierra Club produced evidence from experts showing EA’s 
inadequacies and casting doubts on agency’s conclusions). 
 

C. The Project is likely to have a cumulatively significant impact on the 
environment. 

 
As depicted in the draft EA/FONSI, the Project will last only two years and will 

install seven new production wells into the deep portions of the aquifer underlying Butte, 
Glenn, and Tehama Counties to test their capacity to provide groundwater, to help 
identify the properties of the aquifer surrounding the production wells, and to provide 
information about the “regional interaction between the shallower and deeper aquifer 
system.”  EA/FONSI at p.5.   

 
However, what the draft EA/FONSI does not reveal is that the current Project is 

part of a much larger set of plans to develop groundwater in the region, to develop a 
“conjunctive” system for the region, and to place GCID in a position to integrate its water 
supply into the state water supply.  These are plans that the Bureau, together with GCID, 
DWR and others, have been pursuing and developing for many years.  Indeed, one of the 
plans – the short-term phase of the Sacramento Valley Water Management Program – is 
the subject of an ongoing scoping process for a Programmatic EIS that has not yet been 
completed (see footnote 1 above). 

 
 In assessing the significance of a project’s impact, the Bureau must consider 
“[c]umulative actions, which when viewed with other proposed actions have 
cumulatively significant impacts and should therefore be discussed in the same impact 
statement.”  40 C.F.R. §1508.25(a)(2).  A “cumulative impact” includes “the impact on 
the environment which results from the incremental impact of the action when added to 
other past, present and reasonably foreseeable future actions regardless of what agency 
(Federal or non-Federal) or person undertakes such other actions.”  Id. §1508.7.  The 
regulations warn that “[s]ignificance cannot be avoided by terming an action temporary 
or by breaking it down into small component parts.”  Id. §1508.27(b)(7). 
 

An environmental impact statement should also consider “[c]onnected actions.”  
Id. §1508.25(a)(1).  Actions are connected where they “[a]re interdependent parts of a 
larger action and depend on the larger action for their justification.”  Id. 
§1508.25(a)(1)(iii).  Further, an environmental impact statement should consider 
“[s]imilar actions, which when viewed together with other reasonably foreseeable or 
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proposed agency actions, have similarities that provide a basis for evaluating their 
environmental consequences together, such as common timing or geography.”  Id. 
§1508.25(a)(3). 
 
 Here, as detailed below, instead of assessing the cumulative impacts of the 
proposed action as part of the larger program that even the Bureau has recognized should 
be subject to a programmatic EIS (but for which no programmatic EIS has been 
completed), the Bureau has attempted to break this program into component parts and 
approve it through an inadequate EA.  Further, the Bureau has failed to take into account 
the cumulative effects of other groundwater and surface water projects in the region, the 
development of “conjunctive” water systems, and the anticipated integration of GCID’s 
water into the state water system. 
  

1. The Bureau May Not Avoid Consideration of the Significant 
Environmental Impacts By Improperly Segmenting the 
Proposed Activities 

 
The EA briefly mentions that the Project is part of the Stony Creek Fan 

Conjunctive Water Management Program.  EA/FONSI at p. 2.  However, it fails to 
adequately describe that Program and how the Project relates to the Program, and further 
fails to describe the numerous other programs of which this Project is a small component 
part.  It is clear that that this Project is an “interdependent part[] of a larger action,” and 
that it “depend[s] on the larger action for [its] justification.”  40 C.F.R. 
§1508.25(a)(1)(iii).  This is exactly the sort of segmentation that NEPA prohibits.  
Instead, NEPA requires that “[p]roposals or parts of proposals which are related to each 
other closely enough to be, in effect, a single course of action shall be evaluated in a 
single impact statement.”  Id. §1502.4. 
 

GCID is party to numerous current and reasonably foreseeable water programs that 
are related to the SCF Aquifer Plan, including the following: 

 
• Sacramento Valley Integrated Regional Water Management Plan (2006)  
• Sacramento Valley Regional Water Management Plan (January 2006) 
• Stony Creek Fan Conjunctive Water Management Program 
• Sacramento Valley Water Management Agreement (Phase 8, October 2001) 
• Draft Initial Study for 2008-2009 Glenn-Colusa Irrigation District Landowner 

Groundwater Well Program 
• Regional Integration of the Lower Tuscan Groundwater Formation into the 

Sacramento Valley Surface Water System Through Conjunctive Water 
Management (June 2005). 

 
Excerpts of these programs are provided as attachments, and we briefly describe some of 
their key elements here.  (Note: in some cases, referenced attachments will be submitted 
under separate cover.) 
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Stony Creek Fan Conjunctive Water Management Program.  The SCF Aquifer 
Plan is part of and in furtherance of the Stony Creek Fan Conjunctive Water Management 
Program (“SCF Program”).  This program is being carried out by GCID, Orland-Artois 
and Orland Unit Water Association.   

 
The long-term objective of the SCF Program is the development of a “regional 

conjunctive water management program consisting of a direct and in-lieu recharge 
component, a groundwater production component, and supporting elements.…”  
(SVWMA: Project 8A Stony Creek Fan Conjunctive Water Management Plan 
(“SVWMA Project 8A”), at 8A-1).  The potential supply from such a program was 
estimated at 50,000 af per year to 100,000 af per year.  Id.   

 
  The SCF Program has 3 Phases: (1) a feasibility study; (2) a demonstration 

project; and (3) project implementation.  Phase I of the SCF Program has already been 
completed.  The SCF Aquifer Plan described in the draft EA/FONSI is part of Phase II of 
the larger SCF Program.  Phase III of the SCF Program will implement the program’s 
goal of integrating test and operational production wells into the water supply systems for 
GCID, Orland-Artois, and Orland Unit Water Association for long-term groundwater 
production in conjunction with surface water diversions. 

 
The Bureau is well aware of the SCF Program, and should have analyzed the 

environmental effects of the program as a whole, and not simply considered the effects of 
an isolated component of the larger program.  Indeed, the Bureau recently awarded a 
grant to GCID to fund the SCF Program.  The Bureau’s grant agreement states that the 
SCF Program “target[s] the Lower Tuscan Formation and possibly other deep aquifers in 
the west-central portion of the Sacramento Valley … as the source for all or a portion of 
the additional groundwater production needed to meet [the SCF Partners’] respective 
integrated water management objectives.”  BOR Assistance Agreement No. 06FG202103 
at p. 2.  The agreement further provides that provides that “[a]dditional test wells and 
production wells will be installed within the Project Area.”  Id. 

 
Moreover, the Bureau’s own description of the reasons for not choosing the “No 

Action” alternative indicate the Bureau’s recognition that the primary goal of the SCF 
Aquifer Plan is to realize the objectives of the SCF Program – “increas[ing] reliable water 
supplies through conjunctive management of groundwater and surface water” at a fast 
pace.  See EA/FONSI at p. 5.  The Bureau was obligated to assess the potentially 
significant environmental impacts associated with such conjunctive management of 
groundwater and surface water, and wholly failed to do so. 

 
There are serious concerns raised by the proposal to engage in conjunctive 

management of groundwater and surface water that are not addressed in the EA.  For 
example, in 1994, following seven years of low annual precipitation, Western Canal 
Water District and other irrigation districts in Butte, Glenn and Colusa counties exported 
105,000 af of water extracted from the Tuscan aquifers to buyers outside of the area.  
This early experiment in the conjunctive use of the groundwater resources – conducted 
without the benefit of environmental review – caused a significant and immediate adverse 
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impact on the environment.  (Msangi 2006).  Until the time of the water transfers, 
groundwater levels had dropped but the aquifers had sustained the normal demands of 
domestic and agricultural users.  The water districts’ extractions, however, lowered 
groundwater levels throughout the Durham and Cherokee areas of eastern Butte County.  
(Msangi 2006).  The water level fell and the water quality deteriorated in the wells 
serving the City of Durham.  (Scalmanini 1995).  Irrigation wells failed on several 
orchards in the Durham area.  One farm never recovered from the loss of its crop and 
later entered into bankruptcy.  Residential wells dried up in the upper-gradient areas of 
the aquifers as far north as Durham (.  

 
The SCF Program is a Component of the Sacramento Valley Water Management 

Program.  The Sacramento Valley Water Management Program (Phase 8) (“SVWMP”) 
also includes the SCF Program as one of its elements.  (SVWMA Project 8A at pp. 8A-1 
to 8A-13).  

 
The SVWMP recognizes that the SCF Program “has the potential to improve 

operational flexibility on a regional basis resulting in measurable benefits locally in the 
form of predictable, sustainable supplies, and improved reliability for water users’ 
elsewhere in the state.”  Id. at p. 8A-2 (emphasis added).  By piecemealing this program 
improperly and analyzing only the small component of the SCF Program, the Bureau has 
failed to assess the environmental impacts associated not just with the anticipated 
conjunctive use of the groundwater, but also the effect of the anticipated export of water 
to other regions of the state. 

 
Additionally, approximately five years ago, on August 5, 2003, the Bureau 

published a notice in the Federal Register announcing its intention to prepare a 
programmatic EIS to analyze the short-term phase of the SVWMP.  68 Fed. Reg. 46218, 
46219 (Aug. 5, 2003).  Like the SVWMP, this “Short-term Program” for which the 
Bureau stated its intent to conduct a programmatic EIS included implementation of the 
SCF Program.  Id. at 46219, 46220. 

 
The SCF Program is Also a Component of the Sacramento Valley Integrated 

Regional Water Management Program.  The Bureau has been working with GCID and 
others to realize the Sacramento Valley Integrated Regional Water Management Program 
(“SVIRWMP”).  SVIRWMP is comprised of a number of sub-regional projects, 
including the SCF Program.  See SVIRWMP, Appendix A at A-5; BOR Assistance 
Agreement No. 06FG202103.  Here again, even though the SCF Aquifer Plan is clearly a 
necessary component of the SCF Program – which is in turn a component of the 
SVIRWMP – the draft EA/FONSI fails to even acknowledge, let alone assess, the 
cumulative impacts of these related projects.  

 
2.  The Bureau Has Failed to Consider the Cumulative Impact of 

Other Groundwater Development and Surface Water 
Diversions Affecting the Region 
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 In addition to the improper segmentation evident in the draft EA/FONSI, the 
assessment of environmental impacts is further deficient because the Bureau has failed to 
consider the cumulative impacts of the proposed groundwater extraction when taken in 
conjunction with other projects proposed for the development of groundwater and surface 
water.   
 

Most obviously, the draft EA/FONSI wholly fails to assess the impact of GCID’s 
currently proposed Landowner Groundwater Well Program for 2008-09.  In this program, 
GCID proposes to divert groundwater pumped from private wells to agricultural interests 
in the District.  See Attach. __ (GCID Proposed Negative Declaration, GCID Landowner 
Groundwater Well Program for 2008-09).  GCID argues that it may not have “adequate 
surface water supplies to meet irrigation demands from November 1, 2008 – October 31, 
2009 due to existing and anticipated drought conditions,” and that it will need up to 
160,000 af of groundwater to meet anticipated shortages. 

 
In that program, GCID contends that, in “non-critical water years,” GCID 

recharges 180,000 af to the aquifer system and therefore, that any groundwater pumped 
this year will be recharged “during the next year that GCID receives 100% of its surface 
water supplies.”  Id. at 2.  GCID asserts that it receives 100% of surface water supplies 
“in nine of every ten years.”  Id.  Given the concerns with the decrease in surface water 
supplies described below, this assertion is certainly suspect.  In any event, the cumulative 
impact of GCID’s plans to extract significant amounts of groundwater from the aquifer at 
the same time that it is proposing to install “test” production wells (that are the precursor 
to additional groundwater extraction) must be considered and analyzed in an EIS.  

 
Additionally, the draft EA/FONSI does not consider the cumulative effect of the 

Lower Tuscan Integrated Planning Program, a program funded by the Bureau that will 
“integrate the Lower Tuscan formation aquifer system into the management of regional 
water supplies.”  Grant Agreement at 4.  This program, as described by the Bureau, will 
culminate in the presentation of a proposed water management program for the Lower 
Tuscan Formation for approval and implementation by the appropriate authorities.  
Clearly, the cumulative impact of this program and the Project’s proposed groundwater 
extraction should have been assessed. 

 
Finally, the draft EA/FONSI does not assess the impact that potential transfers of 

GCID’s surface water will have when taken in conjunction with the SCF Aquifer Plan 
and the SCF Program.  GCID historically has entered into so-called “forebearance” and 
“option” agreements that provide for the diversion of surface water for the District.  For 
example, BEC understands that GCID has entered “forbearance agreements” to provide 
substantial amounts of water to the San Luis and Delta Mendota Water Association in 
2008, 80,000 af to State Water Project contractors in 2005, and 60,000 af to the 
Metropolitan Water District of Southern California in 2003.  Similarly, BEC understands 
GCID to have transferred significant amounts of base water to agricultural lands outside 
but contiguous to the district from 1999 to 2003.  Just this year, GCID proposed diverting 
approximately 85,000 af.  Although GCID has not followed through with that particular 
transfer, the Project contains no guarantee that such transfers will not occur – nor does 
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the draft EA/FONSI include any analysis of the cumulative environmental effects of the 
groundwater drilling and such transfers of surface water.  

 
D. The Project is likely to serve as precedent for future actions with 

significant environmental effects. 
 

As set forth above, this Project is part of a broader effort by GCID to develop 
groundwater resources and to integrate GCID’s water into the state system.  For these 
reasons, the Project is likely to “establish a precedent for future actions with significant 
effects or represents a decision in principle about a future consideration” (40 C.F.R. 
§1508.27(b)(6)), and should be analyzed in an EIS.   
 

E. The Project has potential adverse impacts for a threatened species. 
 

The Bureau should also prepare an EIS because the Project will likely have 
significant environmental effects on the Giant Garter Snake (Thamnophis gigas), a listed 
threatened species under the federal Endangered Species Act and California Endangered 
Species Act.  40 C.F.R. §1508.27(b)(9). 

 
Flooded rice fields and irrigation canals in the Sacramento Valley can be used by 

the giant garter snake for foraging, cover and dispersal purposes.  The draft EA/FONSI 
fails to comprehensively analyze the movements and habitat requirements for the federal 
and state-threatened giant garter snake.  The snake gives birth from July to September, 
months that the Project would be implemented.   

 
The Project fails to include sufficient safeguards to protect the giant garter snake 

and its habitat.  In order to avoid potentially significant adverse impacts for the snake, 
additional surveys should be conducted prior to any alteration in water regime or 
landscape.   

 
Further, the assertion in the draft EA/FONSI that “the proposed Project would 

have a less-than-significant impact to the giant garter snake within the existing farmlands 
due to a short-term decrease in potential cover and foraging areas for this species” is 
without any apparent scientific basis.  EA/FONSI at p. 17.  This conclusory assertion 
certainly does not constitute a sufficient analysis of the potential impact of the Project on 
this endangered species.  At a minimum, such conclusions rely on an improperly 
segmented and overly narrow view of the proposed action which does not consider the 
larger project as described above nor the cumulative impacts as described above.   
 
II.  The Environmental Assessment Fails to Meet the Requirements of NEPA. 
 

Even if an EIS were not clearly required here, the draft EA prepared by the 
Bureau violates NEPA on its own.  The draft EA does not offer any alternatives other 
than a “no action” alternative.  The draft EA does not provide the analysis necessary to 
meet NEPA’s requirements and to support its proposed finding of no significant impact.  
Further, as outlined above, the draft document fails to provide a full and accurate 
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description of the proposed Project, its relationship to the SCF Program, and an 
assessment of the cumulative environmental impacts of the Project when considered 
together with other existing and proposed water programs.   

 
Additionally, the draft EA/FONSI fails to provide sufficient evidence to support 

its assertions of “no impact,” which in turn means that the public is unable fully to 
evaluate the significance of the Project’s impacts.  These informational failures 
complicate BEC’s efforts to provide meaningful comments on the full extent of the 
potential environmental impacts of the SCF Aquifer Plan and appropriate mitigation 
measures.  Accordingly, many of BEC’s comments include requests for additional 
information. 

 
A. The EA Fails to Consider a Reasonable Range of Alternatives. 
 

 NEPA’s implementing regulations call analysis of alternatives “the heart of the 
environmental impact statement,” 40 C.F.R. §1502.14, and they require an analysis of 
alternatives within an EA.  Id. §1408.9.  The statute itself specifically requires federal 
agencies to: 
 

study, develop, and describe appropriate alternatives to recommended courses of 
action in any proposal which involves unresolved conflicts concerning available 
uses of resources. 

 
42 U.S.C. §4332(2)(E).  Here, because the Bureau’s EA considers only the proposed 
Project and a “No Action” alternative, the EA violates NEPA. 
 
 The case law makes clear that an adequate analysis of alternatives is an essential 
element of an EA, and is designed to allow the decisionmaker and the public to compare 
the environmental consequences of the proposed action with the environmental effects of 
other options for accomplishing the agency’s purpose.  The Ninth Circuit has explained 
that “[i]nformed and meaningful consideration of alternatives … is … an integral part of 
the statutory scheme.”  Bob Marshall Alliance v. Hodel, 852 F.2d 1223, 1228 (9th Cir. 
1988) (holding that EA was flawed where it failed adequately to consider alternatives).  
An EA must consider a reasonable range of alternatives, and courts have not hesitated to 
overturn EAs that omit consideration of a reasonable and feasible alternative.  See People 
ex rel. Van de Kamp v. Marsh, 687 F.Supp. 495, 499 (N.D. Cal. 1988); Sierra Club v. 
Watkins, 808 F.Supp. 852, 870-75 (D.D.C. 1991). 
  

Here, there are only two alternatives presented: the No Action and the Proposed 
Action.  The lack of any alternative action proposal is unreasonable and is by itself a 
violation of NEPA’s requirement to consider a reasonable range of alternatives. 

 
Perhaps even more significantly, there are numerous other methods of achieving 

the Project’s purported goal of “better defin[ing] the physical and operational 
characteristics of [the regional aquifer] systems, and to better understand the potential 
effects of ongoing and potential future groundwater development.”  EA/FONSI at p. 1.  
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These are the alternatives that should have been presented in compliance with NEPA.  42 
U.S.C. § 4332(2)(E). 

 
For example, an alternative to drilling new wells for monitoring would be to use 

existing monitoring and/or production wells to conduct studies of the aquifer.  Other 
alternatives might include combine increased and more accurate monitoring of the effects 
of the test wells with an assessment of the monitoring results before drilling and use of 
the proposed production wells.  For example, monitoring should be conducted in areas 
beyond the proposed 3-5 mile radius around the production wells, delayed monitoring 
techniques should be used, and monitoring of stream flow should be incorporated in the 
Program.5 

 
B.  The EA Fails to Disclose and Analyze Adequately the Environmental 

Impacts of the Proposed Action 
  
 The discussion and analysis of environmental impacts contained in the EA is 
cursory and falls short of NEPA’s requirements.  NEPA’s implementing regulations 
require that an EA “provide sufficient evidence and analysis for determining whether to 
prepare an [EIS].”  40 C.F.R. §1508.9(a).  For the reasons discussed above, the EA fails 
to discuss and analyze the environmental effects of the test and production wells 
proposed by the Project.  The Bureau must consider and address the myriad of 
environmental consequences that are likely to flow from this proposed agency action.   
 

We identify some examples of the EA/FONSI’s inadequate discussion of 
environmental impacts below.  However, there are numerous other illustrations of the 
Bureau’s cursory analysis of the Project’s environmental impacts, including the 
document’s discussion of effects on land use, air quality, and environmental justice 
issues.  For example, there is no discussion of how the contemplated increased use of 
groundwater would affect agricultural crops and residential communities that rely on 
groundwater. Nor is there any discussion of the effects of the Project on air qualify 
should the production wells continue in production beyond the asserted timeline of the 
Project.  Indeed, the EA/FONSI wholly fails to consider long-term impacts of the Project 
in the event that – as reflected in the numerous groundwater development plans discussed 
above – GCID decides to operate the production wells beyond the stated 2-year term of 
the Project and to drill many more production wells.  These are likely and foreseeable 
developments that the Bureau should have addressed in its EA/FONSI.  
 

                                                 
5 Of course, if the real goal of the Project is to develop “water supplies through 
conjunctive management of groundwater and surface water” at a face pace, as suggested 
by the draft EA/FONSI’s description of the “No Action” alternative (EA/FONSI at p. 5), 
then alternatives that do not involve production wells and significant extraction may not 
satisfy that goal.  However, as we demonstrate, the Bureau has failed to engage in any 
analysis of the environmental effects of such a conjunctive management system.   
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1.  The EA concedes that there may be significant impacts 
associated with the Project but fails to demonstrate how those 
impacts will be avoided. 

 
The draft EA/FONSI provides: 
 
Although the intent of the operational testing (Phase 3) is to produce measurable 
effects, the magnitude and duration of these effects would not be sufficient to 
cause adverse impacts or result in a serious or major disturbance to groundwater 
resources.  If water monitoring indicates a significant decline in groundwater 
levels in the relevant vicinity of the test pumps, and that any such decline is not 
directly attributable to a cause other than the proposed action, then the test 
pumping would be modified or terminated as necessary to avoid any significant 
adverse impacts.  

 
EA/FONSI at pp. 27-28.   
 

Putting aside the significant concerns about the adequacy of the proposed 
monitoring, the draft EA/FONSI fails to explain what standards will be used to evaluate 
the monitoring data, and on what basis a decision to “modif[y] or “terminate[]” the 
pumping would be made.  In light of the document’s silence on these crucial issues, the 
draft EA’s conclusion that there will not be significant adverse impacts does not 
withstand scrutiny. 
 

2.  The EA does not provide sufficient evidence to support its 
conclusion that the Project will not have significant 
hydrological impacts. 

 
The EA’s discussion of the Project’s environmental consequences for 

groundwater and geological resources describes the estimated volumes of groundwater 
that would be extracted, and the “effects of the proposed test pumping on the SCF 
Partner’s [sic] surface water resources.”  EA/FONSI at p. 26.  However, the EA contains 
only minimal discussion of the effects of the proposed extraction on the groundwater 
resources of the region.  See id. at pp. 27-28.   

 
The EA’s only discussion of potential effects on groundwater is found two 

statements.  First, the document asserts that:  “Although the intent of the operational 
testing (Phase 3) is to produce measurable effects, the magnitude and duration of these 
effects would not be sufficient to cause adverse impacts or result in a serious or major 
disturbance to groundwater resources.”  EA/FONSI at p. 27. 

 
In essence, therefore, the EA recognizes that there are anticipated negative effects 

on the groundwater resources, but concludes that the “magnitude and duration of these 
effects” would not cause significant adverse impacts.  But the document provides no 
explanation of the “magnitude and duration” of the anticipated negative effects.  
Presumably, there is an expectation that groundwater levels will decrease.  However, 
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there is no explanation of the amount by which the groundwater is expected to decrease, 
of what level of decrease is considered to be acceptable.  Nor is there an explanation as to 
why the amount of water to be extracted is not considered significant.  And while the EA 
describes existing observation wells that will be used to attempt to monitor these effects, 
nothing in the document states what will be considered an acceptable effect.  

 
The second (and only other) statement in the EA that relates to the Project’s effect 

on groundwater resources is:  “Increased use of groundwater in Glenn County by the SCF 
Partners under future conjunctive use scenarios could potentially affect groundwater 
levels, water quality, surface water/groundwater interactions, and rates of inelastic land 
subsidence,” effects that “could extend beyond the SCF Partners’ service areas.”  
EA/FONSI at p. 28.  Here again, the document does not discuss or analyze these potential 
impacts, their potential scope or severity, or potential mitigation efforts.  Instead, it relies 
on the existence of the Glenn County Groundwater Management Plan to suggest that any 
adverse environmental effects would be avoided.  However, as we have shown above, 
that management plan is untested and does not provide adequate protection and 
monitoring of the region’s important groundwater resources. 

 
BEC is particularly concerned that the EA fails a reasoned analysis as to why the 

amount of groundwater extraction proposed in the Project is not significant.  The Project 
proposes to extract a total of 26,530 af of groundwater in the course of a seven months of 
operation.  This far exceeds the amount of groundwater utilized by the City of Chico in 
an equivalent period – 17,500 af of groundwater in seven months (based an approximate 
annual use of 30,000 af).  (Butte County Department & Resource Conservation 2003).  
This alone raises concerns about significant adverse environmental impacts. The 
California Water Service uses the Tuscan aquifer for its urban water supplies and, over 
the course of the past 57 years, that aquifer has experienced a water level decline of 40 
feet.  (Friend pp. 5-14).  An additional 20-foot decline occurred during the multi-year 
drought in the early 1990s, which coincided with a significant increase in demand.  Id.  If 
the draw for urban water supplies alone is anticipated to decrease groundwater levels, it 
appears likely that the proposed extraction will have a significant impact. 

 
Additionally, the EA does not explain why the Project’s rate of groundwater 

extraction is not significant.  The EA suggests that the cumulative effect of the proposed 
extraction from the test production wells will be insignificant because the proposed 
extraction of a total 26,530 af of groundwater constitutes only two percent of the 
“1,200,000 af of groundwater that is extracted from the Sacramento Valley portion of 
Butte, Colusa, Glenn and Tehama Counties during a normal water year.”  EA/FONSI at 
p. 29.  However, there is no assessment of whether the current level of extraction is 
permitting the aquifers to re-charge.   

 
1,200,000 af is a significant amount of groundwater.  Indeed, given that the 

affected counties cover approximately 7,005 square miles, about half of which lie in the 
Valley, extraction of 1,200,000 af amounts to about 342 af per square mile in valley area 
of the four counties.  In contrast, the designated test area for the Project is approximately 
42 square miles; and extraction of the proposed 26,530 af from this test area averages out 
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to 632 af per square mile.  Further, the extraction of 1,200,000 is an annual rate of 
extraction; the proposed extraction of 26,530 af is for a proposed period of six months.  
EA/FONSI at 14. 
 

When the data are normalized for extent and duration, they compare as follows: 
• The four counties extract at an approximate rate of 29 acre-feet/sq. 
mile/month. 
• The Project test area will extract at an approximate rate of 88 acre-feet/sq. 
mile/month.  

 
In other words, the test area will be extracting at rate of about three times that of the four 
counties area. 
 

The EA also fails to provide a reasoned analysis of the anticipated recharge rate in 
the existing wells that utilize the Tuscan aquifer.  As we discussed above, there may be 
significant environmental impacts if the Project results in groundwater being removed at 
a rate that exceeds the recharge rate. 
 

The EA appears to recognize that there may be a drawdown effect on the aquifer, 
discussing results from a DWR Northern District spring 2007 production well test.  
EA/FONSI at 28.  However, it does not assess the anticipated scope of that effect – or 
even what level of effect would be considered acceptable.  Moreover, the results from 
that test well indicate that the recharge source for the well “is most likely from the 
foothills and mountains, to the east and north” – which at a minimum is more than fifteen 
miles away.  (DWR, Glenn-Colusa Irrigation District Aquifer Performance Testing Glenn 
County, California).  This would mean that the source water lies on the other side of the 
Sacramento River.  Yet the EA relies on these tests to suggest that the “deep aquifer 
radius of influence” is between three and five miles.  EA/FONSI at p. 28.  This is yet 
another example of the way in which the EA’s discussion of the effects on groundwater 
resources is deficient.   

 
Finally, the EA fails to provide a reasoned explanation of how the effects of the 

Project will be monitored.  The draft asserts that DWR monitors 100 single and multi-
completion wells “throughout the northern Sacramento Valley on a quarterly basis” 
(EA/FONSI at p. 28), and that the Project intends to use these wells to monitor the effects 
of the Project.  However, it is unclear how often the wells will be used to monitor the 
effects of the Project, and thus what sort of data will be obtained through this monitoring:  
on the one hand, there is a suggestion that the monitoring is “quarterly,” on the other 
hand, the draft states that the wells will be used “whenever possible.”  Id.  Additionally, it 
is unclear how many and which wells will be used to monitor the Project – some of the 
wells are far beyond the radius of three to five miles identified by the EA as the area of 
affect, and some are located in areas beyond fifteen miles to the east and north of the 
production wells.  The EA fails to provide a reasoned explanation of why the proposed 
monitoring will be effective at identifying the anticipated negative impacts of the 
proposed groundwater extraction. 
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3.  The EA does not provide sufficient evidence to support its 
conclusion that the Project will not have adverse impacts on 
species in the affected region. 

 
In addition to the potential effects on the Giant Garter Snake discussed above, the 

EA should address the Project’s anticipated effect on the habitats of other specials with 
protected statuses, including:  Swainson’s hawk, the bank swallow, the greater sandhill 
crane, salmon, and bald eagles.  In particular, the EA fails to identify the presence of the 
greater sandhill crane, a state threatened species, in the Project area.  The greater sandhill 
crane forages in the Project area.  The EA does not include the multi-season biological 
surveys for the area affected by the anticipated draw-down and other likely effects from 
the proposed groundwater extraction.  Nor does it include a management plan for the 
special status species with habitat in the Project area. 

 
4. The EA fails adequately to assess the effect of the Project on 

the use of surface water. 
  

The EA suggests that the Project will have no adverse impacts on land 
management, agricultural practices, or surface water resources.  However, this is simply 
because the Project anticipates that surface water will be augmented with groundwater.  
EA/FONSI at p. 2.  But extracting water from areas of origin for Central Valley Project 
and State Water Project agricultural and urban contractors is not encouraging the CVP 
and the SWP to begin working within the limited means of California’s water supplies.  
The current efforts to correct years of mismanagement of California’s water and the 
impacts on countless aquatic and terrestrial species, have forced the state to confront the 
maelstrom from competing interests vying for an ever, smaller piece of the water pie.  

 
C.  The EA Fails to Analyze Cumulative Impacts Adequately. 
 
The Ninth Circuit has made clear that NEPA mandates “a useful analysis of the 

cumulative impacts of past, present and future projects.”  Muckleshoot Indian Tribe v. 
U.S. Forest Service, 177 F.3d 800, 810 (9th Cir. 1999).  Indeed, “[d]etail is required in 
describing the cumulative effects of a proposed action with other proposed actions.”  Id.  
The very cursory cumulative effects discussion contained in the EA plainly fails to meet 
this standard. 

 
As discussed in Part I.C. above, the proposed SCF aquifer drilling does not exist 

in a vacuum, and instead are actually integrated parts of a broader program to develop 
regional groundwater resources and a conjunctive use system.  The Project is also only 
one of several proposed and existing projects that affect the regional aquifers.  The 
existence of these numerous related projects make an adequate analysis of cumulative 
impacts especially important. 

 
III.  Conclusion 
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The Project clearly has the potential to affect the environment, both within GCID 
and other areas overlying the common aquifer system (including Butte, Glenn, Colusa 
and Tehama Counties) as well as in the areas of conveyance and delivery.  The Bureau’s 
cursory treatment of these serious issues deprives decisionmakers and the public of the 
ability to evaluate the potential environmental effects of this Project. 

 
The Bureau should complete the scoping process for the Programmatic EIS for 

the short-term phase of the Sacramento Valley Water Management Program.  At a 
minimum, BEC requests that the Bureau prepare an EIS for the Project.   
 

BEC also requests notification of any meetings that address this proposed Project 
or any other BOR projects in Butte, Colusa, Glenn, or Tehama counties that requires 
consideration of NEPA/CEQA.  Please add BEC to your basic public notice list for 
projects in Butte, Colusa, Glenn, or Tehama counties and send any additional documents 
that pertain to this particular Project. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Barbara Vlamis 
Executive Director 
Butte Environmental Council 
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September 5, 2008 
 
Ms. Tamara LaFramboise 
Bureau of Reclamation 
2800 Cottage Way, MP-410 
Sacramento, CA 95825 
 
RE:  Glenn-Colusa Irrigation District Stony Creek Fan Aquifer Performance Testing Plan Draft 
Environmental Assessment and FONSI 
 
Dear Ms. LaFramboise: 
 
 The Planning and Conservation League provides the following comments for 
consideration during the review of the Draft Environmental Assessment and Finding of No 
Significance for the Stony Creek Fan Aquifer Performance Testing Plan.   

The following comments detail an assertion that the document is flawed because it 
provides a project description that disregards major aspects of the intended program, which the 
document references in sections outside of the project description component but not in the 
appropriate location.  This inconsistency illuminates the incompleteness of the draft 
environmental documentation and suggests that further review and analysis is necessary before 
the NEPA process continues. 

 3-1  In addition, the document disregards the significant role that this project plays in the 
state’s response to the current drought, which the Director of the Department of Water Resources 
publicly projected to continue through 2009. This “significance” is based on this proposed 
project’s geographic location over the state’s largest aquifer, availability of water for transfer and 
sale during dry years, the involvement of Glenn-Colusa Irrigation District in previous statewide 
drought responses, the recently proposed plans for a coordinated Drought Water Bank in 2009.  
Specifically, the proposed project increases the access to groundwater extraction in the northern 
Sacramento Valley.  Long-term drought responses in the past have relied heavily on transfer of 
groundwater from northern California groundwater characteristic component of provided by the 
proposed action.    This role further contributes to the cumulative effects of the proposed project 
and documentation should consider accordingly.  
 
The following comments detail these general points. 
 
Section 1.3.  Purpose and Need 
 
 The expressed “purpose” of this proposed action is to expand existing knowledge and 
data of the hydrologic function of the regional aquifer system.   The Planning and 
Conservation League supports this purpose as such understanding could improve the protection 

  3-2 
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of the upper Sacramento River system that serves as salmon habitat and avoid unintended 
overdraft and mismanagement.    

  3-3  However, this document evidences that data collection is not the single purpose of the 
proposed approach.  Later references state that meeting drought water demand with groundwater 
extracted from the exploration wells is also an intended result of executing the proposed action.    

In addition, federal assistance in aquifer analysis and profiling has always included the 
United State Geological Survey (USGS) as the advising federal agencies.  It seems that if 
efficient exploration and documentation of groundwater characteristics is expected, USGS would 
be a collaborating agency.   We request that GCID provides explanation of their absence from 
both the review of this documentation and the implementation of the proposal. 

  3-4 

 
Section 2.  Proposed Action 
 
 The described proposed action does not encompass intended activities that will result 
from drilling of the seven groundwater wells in the Glenn-Colusa Irrigation District.  In fact, 
thedocument does reference these missing activities – but not appropriately in the Section 2.  
Since these activities are not covered in Section 2, the significant impacts on the hydrologic 
conditions within the Lower Sacramento basin and throughout the statewide system associated 
with these activities have been left out of the printed analysis.  In addition, the narrowness of the 
proposed action, given the omission of these project elements, undercuts the analysis of the 
cumulative impact of executing the well drilling project.  

  3-5 
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  3-6 Specifically, the intended project in full, as intimated by references to future plans to use 
water produced by the proposed action to meet water needs caused by current drought conditions 
through transfer both within and outside the project boundary in this document, expands the 
scope of the project’s area of influence.  Generally, this documentation alleges a localized realm 
of influence on both the aquifer and the terrestrial environment.  The level of impact will extend 
outside the Glenn-Colusa Irrigation District and throughout the State Water Project Delivery 
system, including the San-Joaquin/Sacramento Bay Delta ecosystem. 

On page 22, the document asserts that “in the event that 2009 surface water supplies are 
limited due to dry hydrologic conditions, all the groundwater pumped by GCID and OUWUA 
for test purposes would be used to augment available surface water supplies…so groundwater 
pumped for test purposes would expand the total quantity of water provided by the district…”  
Not only should this condition be included in Section 2, it should be considered the hydrologic 
reality under which the proposed action will be executed, and not as a future uncertainty clause.   
The CA Department of Resources is already operating the statewide system under the 
assumption of a continued drought.   

  3-7 

  3-8 A second conditional clause on page 22 allows, “If GCID receives a 100% allocation 
from Reclamation, surface water not diverted by GCID would be available for diversion by other 
surface water users in the basin, or would contribute to Delta outflow, depending on flow 
timing.”  In fact, as the document goes on to allow, even under conditions 25% allocation 
reduction, GCID could use this groundwater to partially offset the shortage experienced under 
drought conditions.  Again, these elements are part of the proposed action and should be 
included in Section 2. 

For a complete analysis of the environmental impact resulting from the proposed Stony 
Creek Fan Aquifer Performance Plan, Section 2 should be rewritten to explicitly include these 
omitted elements meeting drought demand, coordination with State Drought Water Bank.  If 
extraction of groundwater is not intended to provide drought relief in the Sacramento Valley or 
anywhere else in the state, the engineering design should be rewritten to demonstrate that 
extracted water would be restricted for monitoring purposes. 

  3-9 

 
Section 3.2.2. Environmental Consequences 
 
 “If monitoring indicates a significant decline in groundwater levels in the relevant 
vicinity of the test pumps, and that any such decline is not directly attributable to a cause other 
than the proposed action, then the test pumping would be modified or terminated as necessary to 
avoid any significant adverse impacts.” 

  3-10 

 The proposed monitoring program leaves potential for direct impacts of the pumping 
project to be overlooked for two reasons: the design is only considering the possibility of 
localized impacts, and there isn’t a well-defined outreach program to private well owners or 
upper Sacramento tributaries outside of the GCID service district.    

  3-11 

 The basin, underlying GCID, extends outside the boundaries of the district and the 2007 
test production, referred to on page 25 of this document, actually produced evidence that the   3-12 
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sphere of influence from pumping within GCID extended beyond the eastern boundary of the 
district.   
 This proposed action should include a program to assess potential impacts of this action 
through the basin before certification of this process is considered.   
 
 
 
We appreciate the work that you and your staff put into this NEPA documentation and your 
consideration of our comments. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Charlotte Hodde 
Water Policy Analyst 
 

 



September 5, 2008 
Tamara LaFramboise  
US Bureau of Reclamation 
2800 Cottage Way 
Sacramento, CA 95825 
 
RE: Glenn-Colusa Irrigation District Stony Creek Fan Aquifer Performance Testing Plan  
 
Dear Ms. LaFramboise: 
 The League of Women Voters of Butte County completed our first two-year study of water resources in 
1975-76.  Our concerns with this plan are based on 33 years of learning about the groundwater basin that is the 
primary water source for more than 85% of our County population. 
 In recent years, we have learned that the Lower Tuscan aquifer, which was once believed to have ended 
at the Sacramento River, now underlies parts of five counties.  We have learned that the recharge is believed to 
occur on the eastern edge of the valley in Tehama and Butte Counties.  We have also come to know that almost 
nothing is known about the recharge mechanism, and that nothing at all is known about the rate of recharge. 

4-1

4-2 The belief that recharge naturally follows pumping seems as naïve as the old statements preceding the 
dust bowl that “rain follows the plow.”  There have already been two long-time experiments to test that 
hypothesis in our basin:  Chico and Durham. 
 Chico (Cal Water) has conducted massive pumping just downstream of where the recharge is believed 
to occur on Big Chico Creek, and Durham is just downstream of the recharge area of Butte Creek.  If recharge 
was going to naturally occur as a result of drawdown, there would not be permanent and expanding cones of 
depression under both communities which have joined together. 

 4-3  This document lacks any statement of what hypothesis is being tested.  It appears to be a case of “let’s 
pump and see if any of the neighbors complain.”  And while the ‘test wells’ are located over the Lower Tuscan 
formation under Glenn County, the map of the monitoring wells indicates that there are few monitoring wells 
located in the up-gradient portion of the aquifer, even though the document suggests that with greater pumping  
in the future there may be basin-scale and long-term effects. 

 4-4  It is inappropriate that your agency should finance 2% of the population in drawing a secondary source 
of water from what is the primary source for their neighbors, especially with so little protection for the 
environment and without consideration that those neighbors do not have surface water to use or to sell. 
 This project should be postponed until a qualified, independent science board is able to determine the 
following:  4-5 
1)  how the wells should be constructed in order to establish and ensure which aquifer is being drawn from; 
2)  how tests should be run to gain useful information and to identify what information needs to be sought; and 
3)  that a rigorous monitoring plan is in place to determine that no long-term harm is occurring to the aquifer.  
 When dealing with a natural system, especially a deep confined aquifer, there are too many unknowns 
and too many examples of heedless over-exploitation to be cavalier about pumping this resource to meet needs 
across the state. 

 4-6 

 Far more important, it seems to us, is protection of the overall system that produces 86% of the State’s 
water supply – and an essential part of that natural system is a healthy aquifer, connected to the streams that 
deliver clean water to the Delta.   

 4-7 

 
 Thank you for your consideration of our concerns. 
 
 
 
 
Sharon Wallace, President 
League of Women Voters of Butte County 
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Final 
Responses to comment letters on GCID Stony Creek Fan 

APTP 
January 23, 2009 

 
 
A.   Responses to BEC Comment Letter 1 

Received from Barbara Vlamis 
Executive Director 
Butte Environmental Council 
116 West Second Street, Suite 3 
Chico, CA  95926 

 
 
Response to Comment 1-1 
Comment Summary:  Reclamation needs to prepare an EIS. 
   
Reclamation is not required to prepare an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) if there 
are no significant impacts on the quality of the human environment resulting from the 
proposed action. 
 
The purpose of this aquifer performance test (APT) is to examine the aquifer’s extent, 
response to pumping, and physical and operational characteristics.  The information 
would be used to make future water management decisions.  The amount of groundwater 
to be pumped (up to 26,530 acre-feet/year) during the two year testing period, represents 
two percent of the average volume of annual groundwater production in the Sacramento 
Valley.  The pumping will not significantly affect the quality of the human environment.   
 
The proposed drilling would not have significant effects on the region’s environmental 
and hydrological conditions.  The details of well installation are provided in the EA (page 
6-8.)  Construction associated impacts would occupy a small area for each well and 
installation would be performed by knowledgeable drilling personnel.  
 
Reclamation has determined that this is not a major federal action significantly affecting 
the quality of the human environment, and, therefore and environmental impact statement 
(EIS) is not required.    
 
Response to Comment 1-2 
Comment Summary:  The project may result in significant adverse environmental impacts 
and poses significant unknown risks to the environment.  
 
The proposed action will not result in any significant adverse environmental impacts 
because the risks associated with drilling and installing wells and using wells for 
groundwater production are well known.  Water users in the state of California make use 
of groundwater often.  The data gathered from the proposed action would be used to 
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formulate answers regarding current gaps in existing scientific research on the hydrology 
of the aquifer system.      
 
The duration of the proposed action would be two-years of constant rate pumping 
throughout irrigation seasons.  Total pumping amount would not exceed 26,530 acre-feet 
of groundwater per season.  Again, the amount represents two percent of the regional 
average annual groundwater extraction which is around 1,200,000 AF/year.  A 
monitoring and mitigation has been developed and is included in the proposed action to 
ensure there would be no significant adverse impacts to the environment.    
 
Response to comment 1-3 
Comment summary:  The EA fails to describe and discuss the following characteristics of 
the regional aquifer:  (1) saline water at depths ranging from 1,500 to 3,000 feet; (2)the 
pressurized condition of the down-gradient portion of the aquifer; (3) groundwater 
direction of flow; and (4) ancient age of certain water in the aquifer. 
 
In regards to saline water at depths ranging from 1,500 to 3,000 feet, GCID proposes to 
drill the test production wells at depths ranging from 700 to 1,500 feet bgs.  GCID 
currently operates a well under a test program at its Hamilton City Pumping Plant 
(HCPP, which is at a similar depth as the wells proposed in this EA, approximately 1,300 
feet deep, above identified saline water levels.  Further, the Department of Water 
Resources (DWR) monitors the base of fresh water, and as test pumping is conducted, 
active water quality monitoring would occur.  Water would not be extracted directly from 
saline stratum.  Movement of saline water into non-saline areas due to pumping is not 
anticipated.  If there is an indication, based on monitoring, of saline intrusion, mitigation 
would occur.   
 
In regards to the pressurized condition of the down-gradient portion of the aquifer and 
groundwater direction of flow, there is current data suggesting that groundwater flow is 
in fact not westerly from Chico, rather generally more north to south.  The new 
monitoring wells observe changes in the regional aquifer that result from test pumping at 
GCID’s HCPP well.   The attached maps, which show groundwater gradients in the 
Upper and Lower Tuscan geologic formations, reveal the north to south flow.   
 
In regards to ancient age of certain waters in the aquifer, the comment does not state or 
infer how this affects geologic properties of the groundwater system or how estimated 
water dating should affect use of water from this aquifer.  Water quality would be 
monitored during the proposed action.   
 
The comment also introduces issues related to fluctuations in the aquifer system, 
however, no substantial data, evidence, or facts are currently available to identify how the 
Lower Tuscan groundwater system functions and responds, which is a primary purpose 
of this test program. 
 
Lastly, the Dudley 2005 reference used by BEC supports an aquifer performance test 
program and concludes as follows: 
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“FURTHER INVESTIGATIONS 
A lot has been learned about the freshwater aquifer systems in the past few 
years and more information is needed to assure that the groundwater 
resources are managed responsibly. Testing is needed to measure the 
aquifer parameters by conducting aquifer performance testing. “ 

  
Response to Comment 1-4 
Comment Summary:  The EA relies on inadequate monitoring wells and a local 
groundwater management plan to determine when the effects of the project may be 
adverse.   
   
Reclamation agrees that monitoring the potential environmental effects of the proposed 
groundwater extraction is an essential component of this study.  Reclamation is 
supportive of monitoring possible effects in the vicinity of the test-production wells such 
as groundwater drawdown, groundwater quality and land subsidence.  Due to the small 
amount of water to be pumped during the proposed action, impacts to streams are not 
anticipated.    
 
More specifically, the EA points out that DWR monitors groundwater levels in over 100 
single and multi-completion observation wells throughout the northern Sacramento 
Valley on a quarterly basis, as well as in over 300 irrigation and domestic wells semi-
annually.  The EA states that existing wells would be used to monitor pumping effects 
induced by the proposed test-production wells.  DWR has observation wells located 
within a three- to four-mile radius of several of the proposed test-production wells. 
 
In order to clarify the specific standards, protocol and monitoring well locations that 
would be used in the proposed study, Reclamation has included a more detailed 
monitoring plan, Appendix E, to the EA. 
 
Response to Comment 1-5 
Comment summary:  The program element to halt pumping to avoid adverse impacts is 
not believable. 
 
The EA does not recognize that the proposed action may result in “significant” declines 
in groundwater levels. Instead, declines in local groundwater levels due to the proposed 
action, would be short-term and minimal and would be reported.  Such declines are not 
adverse impacts to the environment; the changes that would occur are necessary to 
generate the data that would result in furthering knowledge of the characteristics of the 
local and regional aquifers.  The data would be used to refine an existing groundwater 
model and would assist in more thorough and accurate environmental review for any 
future groundwater development projects.   
 
Reclamation recognizes that declines in groundwater would occur, however, monitoring 
and mitigation is proposed to avoid situations that could result in significant adverse 
effects to the environment.  Furthermore, it is anticipated that any declines in 
groundwater levels would fully recover.  See response to comment 1-4.   
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Response to Comment 1-6 
Comment summary:  Monitoring based on the Glenn County Groundwater Management 
Plan is insufficient. 
 
Reclamation has included a monitoring and mitigation plan to ensure that no significant 
adverse impacts would occur to the environment.  The proposed monitoring and 
mitigation plan would be used in conjunction with the Glenn County Groundwater 
Management Plan as well as any applicable AB3030 plans and local BMO’s.   
 
Response to Comment 1-7 
Comment Summary:  The EA’s proposed monitoring is inadequate because it fails to 
account for delayed subsistence.   
 
As described in the attached memo from Mr. Loy, due to the relatively high density of 
existing clays in the region there is no expectation of subsidence.   DWR has eight 
extensometers in the Sacramento Valley that measure land subsidence and several 
counties (four) in the northern Sacramento Valley have establish a global positioning 
system land subsidence network.   
 
Real-time land subsidence monitoring is proposed during the limited duration (two years) 
of the operational testing.  At the end of this period, the success and effects of the study 
would be analyzed.  If the production wells are proposed for use beyond the two year 
study, further environmental review would be required.  It would be more appropriate, at 
that time, to formulate a long-term approach for monitoring possible “delayed 
subsidence” directly attributable to long-term use of the wells.    Delayed subsidence 
would be difficult to measure based on the proposed amount of water to be pumped and 
the time period.  Furthermore, it is highly unlikely to occur as a result of the proposed 
action.   
 
Response to Comment 1-8 
Comment Summary:  The project fails to include stream monitoring.   
 
Reclamation agrees that there is an interaction between groundwater and surface water.   
Streams east of the Sacramento River were not considered due to their distance from the 
proposed well locations.  In addition, there are numerous private and local pumping 
activities in the upper strata of the aquifer system that occur east of the Sacramento River.   
It would be extremely difficult to discern any surface water impact that may be 
attributable to the proposed action, because the magnitude of the proposed action is small 
when compared to regional average annual pumping.  Surface water monitoring could 
potentially take place on Stony Creek.   
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Response to Comment 1-9 
Comment Summary:  The EA fails to identify and address the significant unknown risks 
associated with this Project.” 
 
The proposed action is being conducted in order to collect data that would answer 
questions about the aquifer system. The EA addresses all known risks, and reaches the 
reasonable conclusion that the project would not result in adverse environmental impacts.  
Expert hydrologists and hydrogeologists have considered the duration of pumping (2 
years), the quantities of groundwater to be pumped, and what is currently known about 
the regional aquifer system, and concluded that the project would not result in significant 
adverse impacts to the environment.  The project would modify or cease pumping if 
monitoring efforts indicate that continuing pumping would result in impacts to local or 
regional wells.  
 
See response to comment 1-4. 
 
The SCF Partners have consulted with Ms. Hoover and Todd Greene at Chico State 
University for inclusion in technical oversight and findings related to this test program. 
 
In regards to the Butte County DWRC 2007 reference, that work plan discussed the need 
for a recharge assessment but also includes equally the need for testing of the aquifer 
system and states the following: 
 

“A regional program of testing in the Lower Tuscan Formation aquifer system 
would benefit both Butte County and Stony Creek Fan groundwater models. The 
data determined from this testing would provide additional information.” 

 
Response to comment 1-10 
Comment summary:  An EIS is warranted because the proposed action is controversial. 
 
The proposed action is a two-year study designed to gather data on the Lower Tuscan 
aquifer system. The study would be carefully monitored and even halted if necessary.   
The proposed action discusses the techniques to be employed during the testing period, 
which includes a monitoring and mitigation plan which would prevent adverse 
environmental impacts from occurring.   Factual disputes about adverse impacts 
associated with the proposed action are not presented in your comment.  In fact, there is 
not enough scientific research or data regarding the Lower Tuscan aquifer system to 
support such claims that the proposed action would result in significant impacts to the 
human environment.  The SCF Partners are attempting to better understand the aquifer 
system to benefit future groundwater decision making.   
 
See response to comment 1-4.  
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Response to Comment 1-11 
Comment summary:  The project would have significant cumulative impacts. 
 
The EA appropriately considers the cumulative impacts of the anticipated pumping of 
approximately 26,530 acre-feet/year when compared to the regional average pumping 
occurring per year (1,200,000 acre-feet), and the limited duration of the project.  The 
proposed action would contribute an additional 26,530 acre-feet/year of groundwater 
pumping for two seasons (6 months each).  However, the proposed action is not 
substantial in amount or time to have direct adverse cumulative impacts or indirect long-
term cumulative adverse impacts on any resources identified in the EA.  Furthermore, the 
monitoring and mitigation plan would avoid and minimize the potential for significant 
impacts to occur.   
 
The actions that would occur in conjunction with the proposed action are local 
groundwater pumping for agricultural and municipal supply.  The amount of this 
pumping is indicated above.   
 
Response to Comment 1-12 
Comment summary:  The EA improperly segments analysis of the Stony Creek Fan 
program.   
 
The EA does not segment the SCF program.  A decision has not been made to proceed 
with a long-term conjunctive use project under the SCF program or any other program.  
The EA clearly states that the proposed action is a two-year research program, not a long 
term conjunctive use program.  Reclamation has remitted a letter to the SCF Partners 
stating an understanding of the project and has requested a counter signature from the 
SCF Partners.  The letter is attached in Appendix F to the EA.   
 
The water programs mentioned in your letter, including 

• Sacramento Valley Integrated Regional Water Management Plan (2006) 
• Sacramento Valley Regional Water Management Plan (2006) 
• Stony Creek Fan Conjunctive Water Management Program 
• Sacramento Valley Water Management Agreement (Phase 8, October 2001) 
• Draft Initial Study for 2008-2009 Glenn-Colusa Irrigation District Landowner 

Groundwater Well Program 
• Regional Integration of the Lower Tuscan Groundwater Formation into the 

Sacramento Valley Surface Water System through Conjunctive Water 
Management (June 2005). 

 
The SCF Aquifer performance testing plan is a study to gather data on the Lower Tuscan 
aquifer system.  The proposed action is not dependent upon any of the above mentioned 
plans for implementation.  Furthermore, although the plans above have been birthed, only 
one, GCID Landowner Groundwater well program, has completed environmental 
documentation.  The GCID Landowner Groundwater Well Program was not accepted by 
the GCID Board and will not be implemented.  None of the other plans mentioned would 
be implemented or occur in conjunction with the proposed action.   
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Response to Comment 1-13 
Comment Summary:  The EA fails to analyze the cumulative impact of the SCF APT and 
SCF Program. 
 
Beginning on page 49, the EA explains why the SCF APT would not have cumulative 
impacts to groundwater resources.   The limited duration of the project and the amount of 
water to be pumped (26,530 acre-feet/year when compared to the estimated 1,200,000 
acre-feet of groundwater that is pumped annually from the region) would not result in 
cumulative impacts.  In terms of the SCF Program, full program implementation has not 
occurred and it is not certain that it will occur.  Reclamation would not be able to 
complete a cumulative effects analysis on indeterminate actions.   
 
Page 24 in the EA discusses environmental consequences to surface water resources.  
 
The “Landowner Groundwater Well Program” was not accepted by GCID board 
members and will not be implemented.   
 
The Lower Tuscan Integrated Planning Program is in its infancy.  Discussions regarding 
local and regional management of water supplies, such as the Lower Tuscan Planning 
Program (LTPP), have been ongoing and would continue.  A cumulative effects analysis 
on the LTPP in conjunction with the SFC APT is not reasonably foreseeable because 
scientific data about the aquifer system is lacking.   The LTPP is undefined and cannot be 
considered as a future foreseeable action with “on the ground” impacts.  It is merely a 
planning effort.  A cumulative effects analysis would be extremely difficult, if not 
impossible to conduct, without further information about LTPP objectives.    
 
 
Response to Comment 1-14 
Comment Summary:  The SCF APT is likely to serve as precedent for future actions. 
 
The APT is a two-year program and the test production wells would not be used after 
conclusion of the program unless there is a subsequent decision to do so that is supported 
by the appropriate level of environmental review.  This commitment is confirmed in the 
SCF APT itself, the notice of exemption issued by GCID in the related CEQA review 
process (See Appendix A), the EA (page 15), as well as briefs filed in the Superior Court 
litigation and the Court’s ruling in that case. 
 
Further, the proposed action is not precedent setting because it is not a proposal to engage 
in new activities or technology.  There are already groundwater wells present in the area, 
and groundwater is used extensively throughout the Sacramento Valley.  The proposed 
action is simply a research activity to further the amount of knowledge about an aquifer 
system and subsequently use that data to make future water management decisions.   
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Response to Comment 1-15 
Comment Summary:  The SCF APTP would likely have significant environmental effects 
on the Giant Garter Snake. 
 
A biological assessment was prepared for effects to giant garter snake.  Reclamation 
determined that the project may affect, but is not likely to adversely affect giant garter 
snake.”  The BA concludes that “[a]ny effects to GGS or potential GGS habitat would be 
discountable, or extremely unlikely to occur.  Any effects would also be insignificant, 
since effects can be avoided or minimized to a level where take would not occur.”  (BA, 
p.17)  Reclamation initiated Section 7 consultation with the United State Fish and 
Wildlife Service (Service) on August 4, 2008.  Reclamation received a concurrence letter 
on September 25, 2008 from the Service (8142-2008-I-1916-1).  See Appendix C.   
 
Response to Comments 1-16 and 1-17 
Comment summary:  The EA fails to consider a reasonable range of alternatives.   
 
The federal action considered in this matter was the issuance of a grant under the 
statutory authority of Public Law 109-103, Energy and Water development 
Appropriations Act 2006, the Act of November 19, 2005(119 Stat. 2267) Title II 
subsection 250.  In order to meet the purpose and need for the proposed action, the 
installation of test production wells is necessary.  The use of existing production wells is 
not adequate to produce the measurable effects in the desired aquifer strata (Lower 
Tuscan).  Few production wells exist within the SCF Partners service areas that pump 
from the desired aquifer level.  Existing monitoring wells located in both of the shallower 
and deeper aquifer strata would be utilized for this project.   
 
The Council on Environmental Quality (40 CFR 1502.14) requires a reasonable range of 
alternatives if there are unresolved conflicts over the use of a resource.  In this instance, 
issuing funds for the subsequent construction of wells for research was the only 
reasonable alternative to consider.  The proposed action is not anticipated to interfere 
with any other use of groundwater supplies in the Lower Tuscan Formation.   
 
Further, 40 CFR 1502.14, 516DM 4.10.A.(2) Reasonable alternatives include those that 
are practical or feasible from the technical or economic standpoint and using common 
sense rather than simply desirable from the stand point of the applicant.   
   
Response to Comments 1-18 and 1-19 
Comment Summary:  The EA concedes there would be significant impacts associated 
with the project but fails to demonstrate how those impacts would be avoided.   
 
The EA explicitly states the contrary.  The EA concludes that the short duration of the 
proposed action and the quantity of water to be pumped would not result in significant 
impacts to the environment.  Moreover, the EA makes clear that if pumping activities 
associated with the proposed action are impacting local wells, then the test program 
would be adjusted or halted to avoid any significant impacts to the environment. The 
short-term lowering of local groundwater levels would not result in significant impacts to 
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the environment, because the aquifer is anticipated to fully recover when pumping ceases.  
In addition, pumped groundwater conveyed through local delivery systems and applied to 
crops in the SCF Partners service areas would provide an amount of recharged water.  
Reclamation understands lowering of groundwater levels could cause concern for local 
well owners.  The proposed action would not be operated in a manner that would 
adversely impact local well owners. 
 
Monitoring and mitigation has been included in the proposed action and would be used in 
conjunction with the Glenn County Groundwater Management Plan to avoid and 
minimize potential impacts to groundwater resources and other groundwater users.   
 
Response to Comment 1-20 
Comment summary:  The EA does not provide sufficient evidence to support its 
conclusion that the Project would not have significant hydrological impacts.   
 
See response to comments 1-18 and 1-19 See also Mr. Loy’s memorandum explaining 
why the SCF APTP would not result in any significant hydrological or environmental 
impacts. 
 
Response to Comment 1-21 
Comment Summary:  The EA does not provide sufficient evidence to support its finding 
that the project would not have significant effects on the habitats of Swainson’s hawk, 
bank swallow, greater sandhill crane, salmon and bald eagle. 
 
Reclamation staff visited the proposed well locations on May 8, 2008.  GGS was the only 
species with potential habitat occurring in the action area(s).  Reclamation consulted with 
the Fish and Wildlife Service on the proposed actions effects to GGS.  Reclamation 
received concurrence with their determination of effects on the GGS on September 25, 
2008.   
 
The other species referred to in BEC’s letter and comment summary above did not appear 
in the list obtained from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife database: 
http//www.fws.gov/sacramento/es/spp_list.htm (080411031358) on June 10, 2008, and 
therefore were not included in the EA for analysis.  The list pertained to the following 7 
½ minute U.S. Geological Survey quadrangles:  Ord Ferry (577B), Hamilton City 
(578A), Orland (578B), Foster Island (594D), and Kirkwood (594C).   
 
Response to Comment 1-22 
Comment Summary:  The EA fails to assess the effect of the Project on the use of surface 
water.   
 
 This application of groundwater to the service areas would augment surface water in the 
event of dry hydrologic year during Phase 3 of the proposed action.   Surface water usage 
may be temporarily reduced by ground water usage during Phase 3 testing.  Surface water 
reduction would be based on the needs of the SCF Partners, the hydrologic year type and 
the phase of the proposed action.  SCF Partners would operate their surface water 
distribution systems as they ordinarily do, but with the groundwater produced from the 
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test production wells integrated into system operation. There would be no modification of 
the surface water distribution systems or change in service areas. 
  
Response to Comment 1-23 
Comment Summary:  The EA fails to analyze cumulative impacts. 
 
See responses to Comments 1-1 and 1-13. 
 
 
 
B.  Responses to the City of Chico Planning Letter 

 Received from  
 Steve Peterson 
 Planning Services Director 
 411 Main Street, 2nd Floor 
 PO Box 3420 
 Chico, CA  95927 

 
Response to Comment 2-1 
Comment Summary:  The SCF Partners’ previous collaboration with DWR, Reclamation, 
and other regional agencies suggests that the SCF APTP is part of a larger project to 
manage groundwater in the Central and Sacramento Valleys.   
 
The SCF APT is distinctly separate from larger efforts by local, state and federal agencies 
to comprehensively manage groundwater resources in the Central and Sacramento 
Valleys.  Section 1.1, emphasizes that the SCF APTP is a narrow project limited to the 
exploration of the regional aquifer systems to better define their physical and operational 
characteristics, and the development of meaningful information and data for existing and 
future groundwater resources.  Section 2.2, details the limited scope and duration of the 
SCF APT, including the fact that the application of project groundwater would be strictly 
limited to SCF Partners’ service areas.  The information gathered from the APT would be 
made available to the public and government agencies.  This data would be available to 
support on-going and future planning and modeling studies.    
 
Although, the SCF Partners have in the past collaborated with other districts and 
agencies, including DWR and Reclamation, the SCF APT is merely one component of 
the separate SCF Programs developed by the SCF Partners to investigate conjunctive 
water management within their service areas.  Section 1.1, makes clear that 
Reclamation’s role in the SCF APT would be limited to providing partial funding to 
facilitate coordinated actions among neighboring water purveyors, high levels of 
scientific rigor and quality control, and the wide dissemination of information.   
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Response to Comment 2-2 
Comment Summary:  The EA fails to meaningfully evaluate the SCF APTP’s cumulative 
impacts when considered with other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future 
actions.   
 
NEPA regulations require that environmental documents review a project’s cumulative 
impacts.  “Cumulative impacts” are those impacts “which result from the incremental 
impact of the action when added to other past, present and reasonably foreseeable future 
actions,” as well as those that “result from individually minor but collectively significant 
actions taking place over a period of time.”  (50 CFR §1508.7).   
 
Sections 1.1 and 1.3explain that the SCF APT involves only the exploration of the Lower 
Tuscan aquifer for the limited purpose of collecting and developing information to better 
understand the aquifer’s physical and operational characteristics.  The SCF APT is not 
part of any state or federal agency’s broader programmatic efforts to manage 
groundwater in the Sacramento and Central Valleys.  Consequently, Section 3.2.2.3, 
properly limits its discussion of cumulative impacts to surface water resources to the 
currently ongoing and future activities by the SCF Partners within the SCF Program area.  
Groundwater pumping on the east side of the Sacramento Valley is conducted by the city 
of Chico, as well as private landowners.    
 
Due to the lack of meaningful data on its performance and operational characteristics, it 
is unclear what future groundwater management options are viable in the Lower Tuscan 
aquifer system.  In addition, Reclamation has limited information about the amount of 
pumping undertaken by the City of Chico and other private entities.  Consequently, 
although there would be an additional effect of groundwater pumping (up to 26,530 acre- 
feet) for two years (May-October), the proposed action is limited in time and amount and 
would not contribute to cumulative adverse impacts to any resource identified in the EA.   
 
The list of future plans in your letter refers to water management efforts at a larger 
regional scale.  However, none of the plans listed in your letter would have on the ground 
implementable actions occurring in conjunction with or concurrently with the proposed 
action.  In the event that proposed action test wells are integrated for long-term 
permanent use, future environmental review would be necessary and would evaluate the 
cumulative impacts of long term, permanent use.   
 
Response to comment 2-3 
Comment Summary:  The EA should evaluate potential impacts as if the SCF APTP’s test 
wells were to become permanent. 
 
Section 1.1 and 1.3, beginning at page 1, describe the SCF APTP as a narrow project, 
strictly limited to the exploration of the regional aquifer system for informational 
purposes and does not include permanent groundwater production from any of the 
proposed test wells.  Reclamation and the SCF Partners recognize that future 
environmental review would be necessary if the test production wells are to be used 
beyond the duration of the two year project. 
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The proposed action may have a nominal impact, but it is anticipated there would not be 
any significant effects on the City of Chico’s groundwater supply.  Section 3.2.2.3, at 
page 49 discusses the proposed action’s cumulative effect on groundwater and geologic 
resources and explains that the total extraction would not exceed up to 26,530 acre-
feet/year of groundwater for two years.  This total amounts to approximately a two 
percent (2%) increase in the 1,200,000 acre-feet of groundwater annually extracted from 
Sacramento Valley portion of Butte, Colusa, Glenn, and Tehama Counties.  When 
considered with the proposed action’s limited duration (2 years), this small increase 
would not have a significant impact on the region’s other groundwater extraction 
activities, including those of the City of Chico.  Furthermore, Sections 3.2.2.2 and 3.2.2.3 
explain that the SCF APTP would be modified or terminated if monitoring data suggests 
the project may have adverse impacts to the aquifer’s groundwater or geologic resources.   
  
Response to Comment 2-4 
Comment Summary:  The EA contains a discrepancy regarding the effect of groundwater 
extraction in the basin when compared to other reports.   
 
The comment confuses the significance of the aquifer’s radius of influence measurements 
and the location of an aquifer’s recharge source.  The deep aquifer radius of influence 
figure measures the extent to which draw down is impacting groundwater levels in a test 
well’s vicinity.  Wholly different is the location of the aquifer’s recharge source.  As 
such, no discrepancy exists between Section 3.2.2.2 deep aquifer radius of influence 
figures and the location of the aquifers recharge source contained on DWR’s Glenn-
Colusa Irrigation District Aquifer Performance Testing report. 
 
 
 
 
C. Responses to the PCL Letter 

Charlotte Hodde 
Water Policy Analyst 
1107 9th Street, Suite 360 
Sacramento, CA  95814 

 
Response to Comment 3-1 
Comment summary:  The project description is incomplete, and results in an incomplete 
analysis of project impacts. 
 
This comment states that the project description should discuss the importance of the 
proposed action in meeting statewide drought demand.  Section 3.2, beginning at page 
25, discusses the proposed action’s impacts on the aquifer’s groundwater and geologic 
resources.  Section 3.2.2.3, at page 49, concludes that the proposed action would not have 
a significant effect on these resources based on the project’s limited duration (2 years) 
and the extraction of up to 26,530 acre-feet/year would only amount in a two percent 
(2%) increase in the 1,200,000 acre-feet extracted from the Sacramento Valley portion of 
Butte, Colusa, Glenn and Tehama Counties. 
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This comment states that the proposed action would have a significant impact on the 
availability of water for transfer and sale during dry years.  First, water transfers are not 
part of the proposed action.  Section 2., explains that although the proposed action would 
continue for two years, groundwater extraction would not be continuous for that period, 
but instead by primarily limited to the two consecutive irrigation seasons following Phase 
2 testing.  Secondly, the EA explains that the proposed action would result in the 
extraction of up to 26,530 acre-feet/year of groundwater.  Finally, Section 3.1.2.2., at 
page 24, makes clear that the project groundwater would be used exclusively in the SCF 
Partners’ service area for irrigation purposes.  .   
 
To the extent this general comment suggests that GCID intends to use surface water 
supplies for statewide drought relief, see the more specific response to comment 3-3, 
below.   
 
Response to Comment 3-2 
Comment Summary:  The Planning and Conservation League is supportive of expanding 
the existing knowledge of the regional aquifer system.   
 
Reclamation and the SCF Partners appreciate the support of PCL in the efforts to better 
understand the Sacramento Valley groundwater system.  All information gained during 
the proposed action would be made available to the public.   
 
Response to comment 3-3 
Comment Summary:  The SCF APTP includes providing water to meet the demands of 
the statewide drought.  
 
This is not accurate.  Section 1.3, explains that the purpose and need of the proposed 
action to develop important information that is currently lacking, but needed to 
responsibly plan groundwater development and management within the SCF Program 
study area.  Furthermore, Section 3.1.2.2, at page 24 explicitly states that all groundwater 
produced from the project’s test wells would be exclusively used within the SCF 
Partners’ service areas.  There may be confusion about how a dry year may affect the use 
of groundwater and surface water within the SCF Partners service area.  At no time 
during the proposed action would water be used for statewide drought purposes.  To the 
extent that test wells become permanent and future groundwater is provided or used to 
augment surface flows for use outside the SCF Partners’ service area, Section 2.2.1.3 
recognizes that future environmental review would be required.   
 
See Response to Comment 1-12.     
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Response to comment 3-4 
Comment summary:   This comments requests an explanation as to why the USGS was 
not consulted to review the EA and the SCF APTP. 
 
Reclamation is not required to involve agencies (i.e. USGS) in the review of EA’s for 
which that agency doesn’t have a federal action; however, the USGS is not precluded 
from participating in this effort.  Changes have been made to the EA based on 
information gathered from the USGS.    
 
Response to comments 3-5 and 3-6   
Comment Summary:  Because the Stony Creek Fan Aquifer extends beyond the SCF 
Partners’ service area, the EA should analyze the SCF APTP’s impact throughout the 
State Water Project delivery system, including the San Joaquin/Sacramento Bay Delta. 
 
The proposed action’s limited extraction of groundwater for test purposes would not have 
an impact on State Water Project delivery system or the San Joaquin/Sacramento Bay 
Delta.  An analysis of that scale is outside the scope of the proposed action.  At this time, 
insufficient data exists on the impacts current and future groundwater extraction may 
have on the aquifer.  Section 1.3 explains that the purpose of the proposed action is to 
develop information and data for meaningful management of the Stony Creek Fan 
Aquifer. 
 
Furthermore, the little information currently available suggests the proposed action would 
not have a significant impact on the regional aquifer system beyond the SCF Partners’ 
study area.  Section 3.2.2.2, at page 48, explains that in Spring 2007 where the test-
production well was pumped at a near-constant rate of approximately 3,500 gpm for 28 
days (approximately 433 acre-feet).  Results from the test indicate that drawdown effects 
were evident in the deeper aquifer systems (approximately 700 to 1,000 feet below 
ground surface) at a distance of two miles, but were not in the next closest deep aquifer 
monitoring well at a distance of five miles. As a result, the deep aquifer radius of 
influence on the project’s test wells is estimated between three to five miles. Shallow 
aquifers in the vicinity of the deep aquifer pumping well showed no apparent response to 
the deep aquifer pumping. In sum, the above evidence suggests the proposed action 
would not have an impact on the entire regional aquifer system. 
 
Response to Comment 3-7 
Comment Summary:  The Project Description should specify that the SCF Partners 
intend to use project groundwater to augment surface water supplies during dry 
hydrologic conditions.   
 
Section 1.1, makes clear that “the current emphasis of the SCF Program is the exploration 
of the regional aquifer systems to better define the physical and operational 
characteristics of those systems, and to better understand the potential effects of ongoing 
and potential future groundwater development.”  In the event that SCF Partners do not 
receive their full allotment, Section 3.1.2.2, at page 24, discusses the environmental 
impacts resulting from the augmentation of surface water supplies with project 
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groundwater.  While project groundwater would be applied for irrigation within the SCF 
Partners’ service area, the augmentation of surface water supplies with groundwater is 
not a purpose of the proposed action.  To the extent that the test wells become permanent 
and are used to augment future surface water supplies, Reclamation and the SCF Partners 
recognize that future environmental review would be required.  
 
Response to Comment 3-8 
Comment Summary:  The project description should specify that the SCF Partners intend 
to use project groundwater to augment surface water supplies in the event of a shortage. 
 
See response to comment 3-7.   
 
Response to Comment 3-9 
Comment Summary:  The EA should be written so that Section 2’s Project Description 
includes analysis of the SCF APTP’s impact on the statewide drought, or makes clearer 
that the project groundwater would be restricted for monitoring purposes.   
 
See response to comment 3-3. 
 
Response to Comments 3-10 and 3-11 
Comment Summary:  The SCF APTP’s monitoring for significant decline in groundwater 
levels should not be restricted to the relevant vicinity of the test pumps, but should also 
include the basin-wide impacts. 
 
The monitoring of groundwater levels in the ‘relevant vicinity of the test pumps” was 
designed to ensure that the proposed action is modified or terminated only for those 
declines directly attributable to the pumping of the project’s test wells.  As discussed 
above, Section 3.2.1.2, at page 36, explains that the multi-day constant discharge aquifer 
test conducted by DWR Northern District in spring 2007 resulted in drawdown effects 
from deep aquifer groundwater pumping (700 to 1,000 feet below the ground surface) at 
a distance of two miles, but not at five miles.  Therefore, the deep aquifer’s radius of 
influence is estimated between three to five miles.  Shallow aquifers near deep aquifer 
pumping wells showed no evidence of drawdown.   
 
Response to Comment 3-12 
Comment summary:  The SCF APTP’s monitoring program of groundwater levels should 
include an outreach program for private well owners or upper Sacramento tributaries 
outside of the GCID service district area. 
 
Reclamation has included monitoring and mitigation in the proposed action which 
includes public outreach.  See response to comment 1-4 and 3-3.   
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D. Responses to League of Women Voters of Butte County 
Sharon Wallace 
President 
League of Women Voters of Butte County 

 
Response to comment 4-1 
Comment summary:  Little is known about the Lower Tuscan aquifer’s recharge 
mechanism and rate of recharge.   
 
Reclamation and the SCF Partners recognize the lack of information and explain that the 
proposed action is designed with the narrow scope of developing the information 
necessary to responsibly manage the groundwater resources of the regional aquifer.  
Section 2.2.1.1 at page 5, explains that the proposed action would be conducted over a 
two-year period, while Section 3.2.2.2, describes the limited amount of (up to 26,530 acre 
feet/year) of groundwater to be extracted in comparison to the aquifer’s regional average 
annual production (1,200,000 acre-feet).  Finally, in the event that any of the test wells 
become permanent, Section 2.2.1.3, recognizes that further environmental review would 
be required.  
 
Your statement indicating that little is known about the Lower Tuscan is correct, that is 
precisely why the SCF Partners are conducting the aquifer performance testing. 
 
Response to comment 4-2 
Comment summary:  The lack of recharge in the Chico and Durham areas suggests that 
recharge does not naturally follow drawdown.  
 
As pumping continues and a cone of depression is formed, groundwater moves from 
areas of higher hydraulic head (away from pumping well) to area of lower hydraulic head 
(at the pumping well), and thus is discharged from the aquifer.  The aquifer is recharged 
either by precipitation, stream flow or deep percolation of irrigation (applied) water.  The 
aquifer may not always be fully recharged, which is an occurrence typical during periods 
of drought.   
 
Response to comment 4-3 
Comment summary:  The EA lacks any statement of what hypothesis the SCF APTP is 
testing, and there area insufficient monitoring wells located in the up-gradient portion of 
the Lower Tuscan Aquifers. 
 
NEPA does not require that an environmental assessment provide a “hypothesis” to be 
tested.  Rather, NEPA requires that EAs “briefly provide sufficient evidence and analysis 
for determining whether to prepare an environmental impact statement or a finding of no 
significant impact.”  (40 CFR § 1508.9(a) (1).) Environmental assessments must “include 
brief discussions of the need for the proposal, of alternatives…, of the environmental 
impacts of the proposed action and alternatives, and a listing of agencies and person 
consulted.” (40 CFR § 1508.9(a) (2).) 
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Response to comment 4-4 
Comment summary:  The EA provides little protection for the environment and does not 
consider what impact the SCF APTP would have on the primary source of water for area 
residents. 
 
Section 3, goes into detail stating the proposed action would not have significant adverse 
impacts on surface water resources, groundwater and geologic resources, land use, air 
quality, biological resources, Indian trust assets, environmental justice, and cultural 
resources.  In all instances, the EA concludes that the proposed action would not have a 
significant or cumulatively significant environmental impact. 
 
 
Response to Comment 4-5 
Comment Summary:  The SCF APTP should be postponed until a qualified, independent 
science board is able to determine (1) how the wells should be constructed in order to 
establish and ensure which aquifer is being drawn from; (2) how tests should be run to 
gain useful information and to identify what information needs to be sought; and (3) that 
a rigorous monitoring plan is in place to determine that no long-term is occurring to the 
aquifer. 
 
To the extent that this comment is concerned with the design of the test wells and how 
the tests should be performed, there is fairly detailed information in the EA that addresses 
well construction and development.  A monitoring and mitigation plan has been included 
as part of the proposed action and would be used in conjunction with the Glenn County 
Groundwater Management Plan.    
 
Response to comment 4-6 
Comment Summary:  There are too many unknowns and too many example of 
overexploitation to be cavalier about pumping groundwater resources to meet the needs 
across the state. 
 
The proposed action is a two-year study to test the physical and operational 
characteristics of the Lower Tuscan aquifer system.  Groundwater pumped would be used 
within the SCF Partners service areas.  Using water from this project to meet the needs of 
the state is false.  Meeting state water needs with project groundwater is not proposed and 
would not occur as part of the proposed action.  
 
The purpose and need of the SCF APTP is to develop important information that is 
currently lacking, but needed to responsibly plan groundwater development and 
management within the SCF Program study area.  Furthermore, section 3.1.2.2, explicitly 
states that all groundwater produced from the project’s test wells would be exclusively 
used within the SCF Partners’ service areas.  If the test wells become permanent and 
future groundwater is provided or used to augment surface flows for use outside the SCF 
Partners’ service area, Section 2.2.1.3, recognizes that future environmental review 
would be required.  The EA makes clear that the groundwater produced as part of the 
proposed action would not be used across the State 
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Response to comment 4-7 
Comment Summary:  More important than the SCF APTP is the protection of the overall 
aquifer system that produces 86% of the State’s water supply. 
 
The proposed actions intent is to gather information and data to get a better understanding 
of the regional aquifer system.  This information would ultimately assist in the protection 
of the groundwater system.   
 
 
 
E. Responses to Environmental Protection Agency Letter  

Received from Kathleen M. Goforth 
Manager 
Environmental Review Offices 
Communities and Ecosystems Division 
US Environmental Protection agency  
Region ix 
75 Hawthorne Street 
San Francisco, CA  94105, 3901 
 

Response to comment 5-1 
Comment Summary:  Review of the EA suggests some significant issues need to be 
addressed.  Those issues include:  groundwater supply monitoring and mitigation, 
consideration of potential groundwater quality impacts, and assurance that the project 
would not extend beyond three years. 

 
Reclamation has incuded monitoring and mitigation into the proposed action.  The 
monitoring and mitigation includes groundwater supply, groundwater level and 
groundwater quality monitoring.  Reclamation has sent a letter to the SCF Partners to 
affirm our (Reclamation’s) understanding that this is a two-year proposal and if the test 
wells would be used for production beyond that time, further environmental review and 
analysis would be required.     

 
Response to comment 5-2 
Comment Summary:  EPA encourages water management agencies to develop a more 
comprehensive and integrated plan for surface-groundwater management which includes 
a cumulative effects analysis.   

 
The nature of the proposed action is a two-year research effort to help define the physical 
and operational characteristics of the Lower Tuscan aquifer system.  Given that 
consideration, a comprehensive and integrated plan is beyond the scope of this project.  
However, Reclamation agrees with your comment and is supportive of collaborative 
efforts intended for responsible and efficient surface water and groundwater 
management. 



 

Appendix E – Groundwater Hydrographs  

                                                                                                                      69                                                                                                                        01/23/09 
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Appendix F – Section 106 Cultural Resource Consultation 
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